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Abstract
The trend in recent policy initiatives has been away from subject-centred towards 
learner-centred education. However, the prefix learner raises fundamental questions - 
regarding the balance of power in the relationship between the university and the 
student. This study focuses on one very specific area of university education, the 
doctorate because it is argued that the doctorate is an embodiment of the traditional 
idea of the university. However until very recently, literature on the doctorate has 
been minimal moreover, research that is currently being published appears to have 
been heavily influenced by the contemporary outcomes-based discourse. This study 
however is interpretive which by examining the doctorate at the level of experience 
and meaning, argues that before researching outcomes there is a need to open up the 
doctoral black box through better understanding of what presently exists. This case 
study is based upon 37 interviews which were conducted with academics and students 
currently involved with doctoral training and through examining the manner in which 
they constructed, accounted for and gave meaning to the doctorate it demonstrates that 
a much wider variety of meanings are associated with the doctorate than are 
acknowledged within the boundaries of the existing discourses. By deconstructing the 
processes through which the doctorate has traditionally been constructed, the critical 
stance adopted in this study problematises the ethnomethodological concept of 
Indexicality, whereby meaning or sense of a phenomenon is derived from its specific 
context. It is argued that it is not the meaning of the doctorate per se that is derived 
from its specific context but rather that, it is the power of academic conventions and 
practices to regulate the boundaries of how meaning can be attached to the doctorate 
that are derived from its specific context. Whilst on the one hand, this text seeks to 
challenge academic authority to define the ways that may legitimately be used to 
construct the doctorate, at the same time it acknowledges the seductive nature of 
academic power. Therefore, this text includes not only an analysis of the doctorate as 
a phenomenon but also a reflexive account of the process of writing about the 
doctorate as a doctoral thesis.
Prologue
When giving his presidential address at the fifth annual meeting of the American 
Philosophical Association, at Cambridge on December 28th 1905, John Dewey opened 
with the simple statement that,
Beliefs look both ways: they are the original Mr Facing both-ways. They 
form and they judge (Dewey, 1906:113).
A century later Dewey’s assertion that beliefs not only judge but also form is a 
suitable introductory quotation for this thesis as it points to the importance of 
researching beliefs and perceptions particularly when it is noted that he had continued 
by saying,
Conduct is the real, and thus the logical, working out of the commitments 
of beliefs. That believed better is held to, asserted, affirmed, that is, acted 
upon (Dewey, 1906:113).
This text examines three distinct sets of beliefs, those found in the dominant discourse 
or literature, those belonging to academics and those belonging to students. This 
thesis is my analysis of how these beliefs or perceptions influence actions and 
practices: the subject matter of these perceptions is the doctorate. Further justification 
for researching the doctorate is provided at length later in the text however, as Green 
(2002:1) notes, “Doctoral education in all its forms is being carefully examined -  and 
on both sides of the Atlantic -  so nothing could be more timely”.
A contextual link between this research on perceptions and the doctorate exists in the 
challenge currently faced by universities of meeting the sometimes-conflicting 
demands placed upon them by issues surrounding diversification or access and 
globalisation. The specific nature of the link is as Warwick (2001) notes, that one of 
the biggest hurdles universities must overcome is the tension that exists between 
rhetoric and reality. To highlight the relevance of the concept of rhetoric within this
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thesis I refer to Warwick’s (2001:1) distinction between rhetoric in classical education 
being the ‘art of persuasion’ but in its modem guise being the ‘process of perception 
changing’.
In reviewing the university’s contemporary context Warwick (2001:2) describes how 
on the one hand there is the reality of a sector that has achieved a huge growth in 
participation particularly at postgraduate levels with a concomitant growth in the 
range of subjects of study available which it is claimed, “reflects the changing 
aspirations and skills of potential students, and the changing demands of employers”. 
But that how on the other hand rhetoric works as another form of reality which she 
describes as “the reality of the perceptions of decision-makers, the media and (through 
them) the public”. Warwick implies that very largely these outdated perceptions are 
not only erroneous but stand in the way of future development and as such the onus is 
upon universities to change them if they are not to be held back.
The above illustration is used to introduce the centrality of the notion of perceptions 
and the power issues that are involved and although axiomatic it is also necessary to 
highlight the fact that Warwick is speaking from the point of view of the university. 
Taking a sympathetic stance it would be hard to deny that the university is presently 
in an unenviable position, caught twixt the hungry greedy demands of the state and 
the desire to protect its own authority and autonomy. Nonetheless the view of this 
thesis is that as public institutions, universities primarily exist to serve society and that 
includes students and potential students as well.
Students are a vital fourth party in the contract between the state, the university and 
society and if the universities are not to lose public credibility there is much benefit to 
be gained from consulting and canvassing the perceptions of their students. 
Recognition of the high value placed upon the democratic process of consultation by 
Universities UK, the mouthpiece of the universities themselves, was expressed by 
Warwick (November 2002:1) who when addressing the House of Lords on the subject 
of the government’s forthcoming Strategic Review of Higher Education, opened the 
response to her own question, “What do universities need from the review? - by 
replying - we wanted to be consulted....”.
The idea o f the doctorate Prologue
i
As the above example demonstrates exclusion from the process of consultation leads 
to frustration and distrust, in the sense that not being consulted means that one’s 
viewpoint will not even be heard. By contrast, the aim of this thesis is to provide a 
forum where alternative sets of perceptions of the doctorate may be heard. Utilising 
Foucault’s concepts of archaeology and genealogy, this thesis takes some differing 
perspectives on the doctorate, analyses them, theorises them using Bourdieu and by 
re-presenting the student’s stories as exemplar tales, it highlights the credence that this 
research gives to these perceptions. This is appropriate, for although the text includes 
a brief quantitative overview of current doctoral provision, as a thesis, it is 
unapologetically concerned with subjective perceptions. Thus, the students and 
academics consulted were invited to do so with the freedom to determine their own 
frames of reference. As stated above whilst sympathetic towards the plight of the 
university in its relationship with the state, it is also argued that the balance of power 
in the traditional relationship between the university and the student, whereby the 
interests of students have been subordinated to the agendas of the university, justifies 
similar examination and comment. The dominant discourse tends to rely upon 
outcomes based research yet this study turns to the personal and the interpretive in 
order to review how perceptions are formed and what subsequent influence they have 
over experience.
Being based upon a small scale case study which set out to ask questions as opposed 
to prove or refute hypotheses, the parameters of this text do not extend to the making 
of concrete policy recommendations. However, that is not to say that this research 
does not have implications for policy makers (both internal and external to the 
university). The university claims to recognise that there is no such thing as a 
stereotypical student (Warwick, 2001:3) yet the conclusion this thesis arrives at is that 
this is little more than empty rhetoric. For in addition to economically driven state 
policies, policies stemming from academic traditions persist in promoting a one size 
fits all situation. Although the appropriateness of a market lead university system has 
been questioned (Floud, 2001:1) it would be erroneous to assume that when dancing 
to the music of the market discourse universities do so as powerless puppets of the 
state and the research councils: they do not. Universities act as impresarios with their 
own economic agendas, for as Floud (2001:1) points out, ‘universities are now big 
businesses and run as such’.
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As businesses universities must constantly seek out lucrative areas for future 
economic development. I suggest that growing numbers of mature doctoral students 
marks this as one such area. However because the one-size fits all approach to 
training and assessment is being applied across the doctoral market, the university is 
failing to recognise that mature doctoral candidates may have very different 
expectations to younger students. Therefore if the university is not to stand accused of 
the undemocratic and exclusionary practices that it resents in its dealings with the 
government, there is a very real need for further qualitative research that consults 
mature students and the organisations or employers who fund them. Potentially new 
sets of perceptions of the role of the doctorate and indirectly the purpose of the 
university could be introduced to the agenda. In turn this might assist in developing 
the clear sense of identity the university so desperately seeks for itself at the start of 
the 21st century.
Maintenance of the high level of interdependence in the relationship between the 
university and its consumers necessitates a continued mutuality of values. Whilst 
students’ perceptions of the doctorate are shown to differ from those supported by the 
dominant academic discourse, they are not directly in conflict with it. For what the 
sets of perceptions share in common is that position taking and the will to power 
drives both individuals and institutions in their efforts to bring about the identities 
they desire for themselves. This research concludes that what motivated one specific 
group of mature students to undertake doctoral study was the symbolic value they 
perceived as being attached to the doctorate. As such it was not the goods and services 
of the university that were consumed, but their symbolic value. Therefore in the 
context of much debate over the future direction of doctoral education, the 
implications of this study for policy makers are based upon the caution: beware of 
throwing the baby out with the bathwater.
Part I 
Introducing the case.
Introducing the thesis and its author
In this introductory chapter, I outline my basic questions with reference to what I saw 
as the separate but interrelated parts of my story about the doctorate, how I set about 
investigating them and how this in turn provided the structure for the finished text. 
As a text, this thesis is a detailed analysis of the idea of the doctorate. Its sole purpose 
as a thesis is to convince the reader of the credibility of my argument, which is, that 
there is need for greater clarity regarding the doctorate for in turn, this could 
contribute to a clearer sense of identity for the university. However, as I discuss later 
in this chapter, there were many reasons for why this text was written and why it was 
written how it was written and these too are an integral part of my thesis or position.
A metaphor for a thesis
During my registration, I had attended a seminar given by a recent PhD graduate from 
my department who encouraged us to visualise a metaphor for our individual studies. 
He had visualised researching and writing his doctorate as the painting of a palimpsest 
whereby each layer of paint applied to the canvas was necessary but not necessarily 
on view. For this graduate the whole process had been one of creating, reviewing and 
recreating until the final picture on view matched the picture he had in his head. I 
found myself understanding the metaphor he used but at the time was unable to move 
beyond thinking of my research trajectory as other than a journey. This was evident 
in my writing, for although I knew what I knew, I did not know how to write about it: 
the problem being that there was no finished picture in my head. On more than one 
occasion my supervisor had commented that although I was making good points 
within my draft chapters, to a reader it did not appear as though I knew exactly what I 
wanted my thesis to say.
My ‘break-through’ came late in my doctoral ‘journey’ and it came because of having 
to complete a form detailing why I needed an extension to my registration. Being a 
full-time student I was expected to complete within three years however, following a 
period of unwellness although I had continued with my writing, I had been unable to
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fully concentrate on my work and I had fallen behind with my schedule for writing 
up. What had precipitated this period of unwellness however, had been having an 
accident in which I had broken my ribs. As anyone who has broken their ribs will 
know the healing process is long and slow yet whilst the miracle of cartilage and bone 
repair inevitably occurs, even a sneeze or a cough can tear the ribs apart again 
undoing the building work the body has already done. Nevertheless, whilst the shape 
of the ribcage may be permanently altered through fracture, as a supporting structure 
with time and care it does become complete and strong again. Whilst filling in the 
form undoubtedly acted as a prompt to focus on my objective, timely completion, it 
did more than this for in addition it helped me see that for me, my doctoral metaphor 
was the ribcage. That a ribcage could be my metaphor seemed so appropriate 
especially when I considered how at various stages of my studies supervisors had 
reminded me of the need for depth and therefore to keep my inquiry narrow and 
focused, in other words to not allow myself to go off at a tangent. ‘Keep the doctorate 
the spine’, had been the sage advice given to me on more than one occasion. If I had 
taken more heed of this advice perhaps I would not have allowed myself to be 
seduced by the idea that being a full-time student there was time to paddle up by­
waters and to see what vistas they might add to my ‘journey’. Possibly, I may have 
found my metaphor earlier and not needed to request an extension. But I am not 
convinced. For as with the healing of my broken ribs despite, or even perhaps 
because o f  fractures in my thinking, my thesis took longer to complete than 
anticipated yet now it is completed, the doctorate is the spine that runs throughout the 
text to which the individual ribs or issues I discuss are attached. Moreover, what I 
learnt through the experience of physically having broken my floating ribs is that what 
gives the separate ribs their strength is not simply the spine but the integrity of the 
whole structure. Therefore whilst a linear journey through -  introduction; literature 
review; methods; findings; analysis and discussion may be a more familiar way of 
mapping of a doctoral thesis it is not the only way. For me visualising my doctoral 
metaphor as a ribcage enabled me to find out how I needed to write in order to convey 
what I wanted to communicate and at the same time let the integrity of the whole 
provide the structure.
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Illustration I showing a ribcage as my doctoral metaphor. 
Although I had prior experience of both 
under and post graduate education, for 
me there was still a huge aura of mystery 
surrounding the doctorate, possibly a 
reflection of what Marks (2002:75) 
refers to as, ‘the mystique of the 
university’. At the beginning, I had only 
my own experiences and senses to build 
upon for although there was literature on 
the university in general and the 
undergraduate experience and 
participation in particular, there was 
little on postgraduate studies in general 
and even less on the doctorate. What literature was available shied away from asking 
the fundamental question -  what is a doctorate? I knew that philosophical 
implications not withstanding, within the constraints of a PhD it would not be possible 
to research the doctorate, across all disciplines and in all its forms. However, I 
believed I could research the doctorate in education and in doing so construct a strong 
enough argument to convince others that there is a need for large scale research into 
understanding the contemporary doctorate in all its forms. To enable me to build my 
argument I looked at the doctorate in a very specific-located position, two schools of 
educational studies doctoral programmes but, to strengthen my argument and give it 
wider credibility I looked to the literature to determine whether it would be possible to 
find evidence of an ‘essence’ of the doctorate as a phenomenon.
Part I Introducing the case
Contingent upon my fieldwork and reading of the literature I came to believe that 
there was indeed an essence or idea of the doctorate. Further, that the idea of the 
doctorate is inextricably linked to the idea of the university and its three missions: the 
advancement of knowledge, service to society and the development of the student. As 
such, this thesis is a critique of the idea of the doctorate and its surrounding myths: it 
is based upon a case study but a doctoral student writes it as a story about the 
doctorate. Therefore, this chapter includes an account of how I came to study for a
3
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doctorate in a school of education. Further reflections upon my locatedness in the 
sense of what it felt like being a stranger or outsider within a new culture are 
presented in the penultimate chapter entitled ‘Lasting Impressions’. The 
methodological implications of my locatedness are examined in chapter two where the 
strong ethnographic element is discussed amongst the several methods I used to build 
this bricolage (Lévi-Strauss, 1996:17; Denzin and Lincoln, 1998:3). It is legitimate to 
refer to this study as a bricolage for although my ‘design’ was a case study I used 
various methods to generate my ‘data’. Moreover it is justifiable to consider this 
thesis a bricolage in the fuller sense as outlined by Kincheloe (2001: 682) who notes 
that, “Bricolage is concerned not only with multiple methods of inquiry but with 
diverse theoretical and philosophical notions of the various elements encountered in 
the research act”.
I discuss my acknowledgement of the diversity of the theoretical elements of the 
research act with reference to the concept of ‘research as praxis’ (Lather, 1991). 
Research as praxis involves working to find ways of writing and conducting our 
research that not only espouse our methodological assumptions but also make explicit 
our challenge to dominant ways of knowing. Within my research I interpreted 
connectedness as existing between both myself and contributors also between my 
writing on specifics with the theoretical implications this might have for my work. 
Together the first two chapters constitute Part I of this thesis. The details and 
perceptions are ad hoc, plural and located and as such belong specifically to this case 
study of two schools of educational studies doctoral programmes and how I as author 
approached the research, in order to put into practice the values I espouse.
Part IIA  discursive context
Part II of this thesis (chapters three to six), presents the context for the study. Whilst I 
recognise and outline the physical context in which this research is located, I also 
argue that the context is a discursive one. In chapter three ‘On Epistemology’, I 
discuss my decision to use Piatanida and Carman’s (1999:99), suggestion and present 
the literature review as a ‘review of relevant discourses’. I do not present a simple list 
of existing literature but add my own analysis of how the existing literature defines 
the discourse and reinforces the ways in which we can conceptualise the doctorate in 
our practice as authors of texts. A philosophical stance is taken to review the concept
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of discourse in relation to knowledge and the idea that if knowledge is constantly 
changing then possibly we should examine how our practice may be theorised 
differently in order that we may legitimately assert our knowledge claims. This 
chapter is included to demonstrate that I recognise the need to consider not only the 
methodological but also the philosophical implications of my practice as a researcher. 
Whilst it may not be possible to draw a rigid line from one end of the research to the 
other I do believe it is necessary to remain cognisant of the way different assumptions 
are linked, as for example Rorty (1982) does when commenting that Dewey is waiting 
at the end of the road travelled by Foucault. The idea that theories can appear and re­
appear had a huge impact on my thinking, especially as both Dewey and Foucault 
were theorists, along with Pierre Bourdieu, whose work had been influential in my 
thinking. I downloaded pictures of the three men, printed them up and pasted them to 
my office wall and there they served to remind me that not only can theories come 
back into fashion but that the thinking processes of individuals can be similar despite 
differences in chronological time or perspective. I have included their pictures within 
this chapter as a reminder that whilst the discourse of a time in the sense of its 
Zeitgeist may control what it is legitimate to write about, theories are written by 
individuals,
Illustration II
John Dewey Michel Foucault Pierre Bourdieu
individuals who like the students in this study, have or had lives and histories of their 
own. For as McRobbie (1982:48) cited by Morley (1999) reminds us, “No research is
5
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carried out in a vacuum. The very questions we ask are always formed by the 
historical moments we inhabit”. A simple illustration of the power of the present to 
influence thought that was present during my research was that on more than one 
occasion I thought about an issue or set of issues and then after writing about it in my 
notes, only days or weeks later saw the same issue written about in the literature. 
Therefore taking a Symbolic Interactionist stance it becomes possible to recognise the 
interaction between, the person and the time and place of their writing. The following 
quotation was used by Wolcott (1990 a: 5) to introduce his book and I believe its 
inclusion here is similarly appropriate for it illustrates how for even enduring theories 
much depends on the relationship between who was doing the writing and when they 
were writing.
If I lived twenty years more and was able to work, how I should have to 
change the Origin, and how much the views on all points will have to be 
modified! Well it is a beginning and that is something. (Charles Darwin,
1859)
In fact, Darwin lived another thirty-three years and twelve years after writing ‘The 
Origin’ applied his theory of natural selection to humans in ‘The Descent of Man’ 
(1871). The relevance of my making reference to these theorists, is that each of the 
students brought a whole host of reasons and experiences with them to their studies, 
and one of my aims for this thesis was to be able to explore the influence of person, 
time and place over sets of perceptions that individuals may have.
I conclude chapter three, by suggesting that how knowledge is viewed has profound 
implications not only for how research is conducted, but also into what research we 
conduct and what methodological approaches are then justifiable in relation to the 
subject matter or substantive content of our research. This is of direct relevance to the 
doctorate for as a form of training, the doctorate aims to produce the autonomous 
scholar; largely the doctorate remains a degree by research, and as such, it feeds 
directly into the mission of the university -  the advancement of knowledge. However, 
if due to factors external to the university, knowledge and the ways in which we 
conceptualise what constitutes knowledge are changing then possibly we should 
reconsider whether the process of research itself and more specifically the research 
training that doctoral candidates receive, should change correspondingly.
6
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I continue my review of the doctoral discourse or context by deconstructing the idea 
of the university within chapter four, where I take a backwards glance to, ‘the 
development of the idea(ls) of the university’. However, as Best and Kellner (2001) 
note, to deconstruct is not the same as to destroy and in this chapter, I have not set out 
to destroy myths. On the contrary, for whilst on one level chapter four provides an 
historical glimpse of the development of the university system, it is also my link to the 
located perceptions that were present in the specifics of this study. I look to the past 
to understand the present context but reject the idea that history is teleological. 
Instead I apply Foucault’s archaeological approach to lay bare the origins of the idea 
that the PhD and how in its original form it was portrayed as representing the will to 
truth. In addition I use Foucault’s genealogical approach to show the effects of the 
formation of the myth, in terms of its power to shape perceptions and actions 
regarding what constitutes a doctorate and ultimately what constitutes legitimate 
doctoral knowledge. Put more simply, chapter four examines upon what events and 
discourses in the past, certain sets of contemporary perceptions surrounding the 
university and the doctorate are contingent.
After presenting the making of the myth in chapter four, in chapter five I throw this 
picture into stark contrast by examining whether there are signs which might suggest a 
possible fracture of the myth by reviewing the major policy led discourse which is 
currently shaping the reality of the contemporary university. The university is 
currently suffering from a crisis of identity one that may be representative of the 
uncertainty so characteristic of the globalising tendencies of the postmodern era, 
which forced a rupture between the ‘certainty’ of modernity and the security of the 
university’s identity in the past. One possible manifestation of the crisis is that the 
state appears to be at a crossroads in its long-term planning of education and training, 
in order to overcome ‘Britain’s chronic skills shortages’ (Gow, 2002:23). Over the 
last two decades in the relationship between the state, the university, and the 
individual, despite the rhetoric that proposes otherwise, it has very largely been the 
case that any consideration of individuals and their desires for learning episodes has 
been dominated by economic discourses that reinforce the interests of the state and the 
university. I recently listened to Michael Peters present his ideas on how UK 
universities, are now faced with the prospect that in a knowledge economy they are no 
longer primarily institutions that impart culture but institutions that must serve the
7
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economy. According to Peters (2002:138), the Liberal tradition of the modem 
university is unsustainable in the globally driven knowledge economy. Yet, whilst 
Peters (2002:150) does acknowledge that the university may retain a cultural element 
he concludes, “The notion of culture if it features at all, is secondary to the notion of 
economy”. In this thesis, I take a counter position to that held by Peters and others by 
arguing it is neither inevitable nor necessarily the case that economic considerations 
are or should be perceived of as the primary role of the university. On the contrary, I 
argue that this power imbalance may be contra-functional. Indeed, I suggest that the 
generally unacknowledged perceptions of students and their aspirations are not only 
legitimate but could be built upon in order to create the conditions for a more effective 
learning society. By focusing on the doctorate, this thesis discusses with equal weight 
the needs of all three groups present in this tri-partite relationship and examines 
whether their interests and perceptions should necessarily be considered as 
conflicting? However, I believe the elements of the myth are still present within the 
university and therefore in the second part of chapter five, I present a quantitative 
overview demonstrating how powerful the myth appears to be, for doctoral 
registrations continue to climb year on year.
By entitling chapter six, ‘On identity and representation’ it was my acknowledgment 
that a good thesis, as with any narrative, if it is to engage the reader should include not 
only the main plot or storyline but also an account of how the author set about telling 
the story. This chapter contains an examination of how (I perceive) the university 
attempts to maintain its legitimacy in an ideologically changing context by contrasting 
this with how I perceive I may legitimately tell the story of telling the story. I looked 
to post-structuralist theorists Foucault and Bourdieu to assist me in reviewing the 
power of tradition to reinforce academic conventions associated with the practice of 
writing a doctoral thesis. My perception is that the very specific nature of the context 
in which I write regulates the level of freedom that I feel I have, to write. Whether 
these are constraints which exist in reality or not, is not my primary concern. For 
constraints do not have to exist in a physical sense, as even imagined or perceived 
constraints can exert a powerful influence upon practice and action. The issue of the 
power of perceptions to influence practice and/or action lies at the heart of this thesis. 
For as the students’ tales demonstrate, it was perceptions surrounding the symbolic 
value of the doctorate that had strongly motivated students to undertake doctoral
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study, despite this at times appearing to be in contradiction with the instrumental 
reasoning behind their decision.
By reviewing the discourses, I ‘satisfied the intent’ behind the concept of a literature 
review (Wolcott, 2002:96), demonstrating awareness of the literature but at the same 
time used the space to build my argument and reinforce the aims for my practice. For 
example, if my review of the literature had been confined to one or two chapters at the 
beginning of the thesis it would have created a false distinction between the literature 
and the rest of the research and this would not be in keeping with my wish for 
connectedness. Further, as Wolcott (2002) notes, although chapter two of a thesis is 
invariably the location for the review of the literature, this tradition is not necessarily 
one cast in stone. Therefore, it was not only how but also where I presented my 
review of the literature that was significant. I decided to view the literature as simply 
another source of perceptions regarding what the doctorate is, albeit a very powerful 
one. The decision I arrived at was that the literature should represent the discursive 
context and therefore should be placed as part II of the text. This decision was based 
on the following considerations regarding structure and readability. When starting 
with a proposition or hypothesis the aim is to arrive at an answer, one that either 
proves or refutes the original hypothesis. This is achieved by presenting evidence 
from both sides of the argument. As the diagrams that follow demonstrate, this is 
made possible by structuring the argument so that it follows a clear pattern from A 
through B to C ending at D. Or as in the second diagram from A through B to C then 
back to B and so forth, again ending at D.
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Diagram I showing possible structures of arguments
Direction or flow o f argument  ^
Order in which argument is presented ...............................................►
Argument in 
support of
Argument
against
(A)
Claim or 
hypothesis
Results and discussion of
proof or refutation
(A)
Claim or 
hypothesis
(B)
Argument in 
support of
(C)
Argument
against
(D)
Results and discussion of 
proof or refutation
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However, this thesis did not commence with a proposition such as, this is what a 
doctorate is: instead it commenced by posing a question; What is the doctorate? and as 
such the aim was to produce a series of statements that could be asserted as 
propositions. Put very simply, the two research processes can be thought of as 
working in opposite directions to each other. Therefore, whilst from a non-positivistic 
standpoint constructing an argument that could prove or refute a statement would 
have been inappropriate, it was still necessary for the text to be structured in a manner 
that would enable a set of conclusions to be reached from having posed the original 
question(s). Breaking my thesis
into four separate parts was Diagram II
necessary in order to capture the 
complexity of the phenomena 
under discussion yet at the same 
time this posed a problem for 
maintaining the flow of 
readability: for neither structure 
was appropriate in this instance.
The ‘data’, in the form of 
perceptions, that were used to 
build my bricolage came from 
three separate sources; the 
discourse, interviews and my own 
experience of being a doctoral 
student. Perceptions emanating 
from the physical context were 
considered to be as important as 
those from the discursive context in their contribution to the final story. Whilst the 
decision was made to present each as separate parts of the story, the order in which 
they are presented does not imply any form of hierarchical ordering.
Instead as diagram II shows, the order in which this thesis is structured and presented 
is by moving from (A) the posing of a question, to box B part I of this thesis where 
the background to the question is introduced and the reader informed that this is an 
ethnographic case study. Parts II and III are both represented by a box labelled (C) for
My
question
Claims that can be tested
through further research
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although as shown by the broken arrow they are read in a particular order the absence 
of an unbroken arrow joining them together demonstrates that all three contribute 
equally to the discussion that follows represented by box D.
Part III Tales from the field
Before presenting and analysing the perceptions of participants, in chapters eight to 
eleven, part III opens with chapter seven, the second part of my methods chapter 
entitled ‘The tools of a bricoleur’. In this chapter, I provide a brief critique of the 
different interview methods used to elicit the sets of perceptions of the doctorate. The 
chapter also provides details of the two schools of education I visited and of the 
twenty-nine mature doctoral candidates and eight academics that I spoke with. That I 
chose to focus upon mature students and the doctorate reflects the idea that mature 
doctoral students are likely to exhibit commitment to both elements of lifelong 
learning. Firstly, lifelong commitment in terms of their chronological age and 
secondly commitment to learning, resting upon the assumption that they would have 
had prior learning experiences in higher education upon which to base their decision 
to undertake further study. Without possessing the necessary level of qualifications or 
experience, it would be unlikely that students would have been admitted onto doctoral 
programmes. That mature doctoral students in the field of education may not be 
representative of the whole student body is not disputed and the issue of 
representativeness is discussed. However, the particular group of students with whom 
I spoke, can be considered as exemplars of highly committed lifelong learners and 
therefore there is much to be learnt from their experiences and perceptions of 
education.
My claim that they should be considered as committed lifelong learners can be 
justified by noting the large numbers of qualifications (both academic and vocational) 
the student contributors held between them. In the case studied, students also 
possessed a much higher level of qualifications compared to that of the national 
average. ONS (2000) figures for the highest qualification levels held by individuals 
of working age in England in autumn 1999, show that 19% of males and 18% of 
females held qualifications to NVQ Level 4, and only 5% of males and 3% of females 
held qualifications at NVQ Level 5. All 29 of the students in this study held at least
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one qualification at GNVQ Level 4. However, more significantly of the group 
represented in this study 86% already held qualifications to GNVQ Level 5. National 
statistics showing numbers of awards at each level held by individuals are 
unavailable, but it is plausible to suggest that the group were above the population 
average in terms of level of qualifications held, and also in terms of the numbers of 
qualifications many of them held, (one student held eleven awards at GNVQ Level 4 
or higher). That I refer to this group of students as committed lifelong learners is not 
only justifiable in quantitative terms for as the following excerpt demonstrates this is 
how students perceived themselves.
This fifty-year-old student is registered for an EdD, and like many of the students with 
whom I spoke is employed as an academic in a field other than education. A Head of 
School in a University other than either of those I visited; Alan had modestly 
described himself as ‘not being a natural academic’.
Alan I would say I’m probably representative of a lifelong learner
-  or perpetual student! {both laughed)...with, the idea of 
lifelong learning there’s this thing called ‘temporal 
degradation of qualifications’ {both laughed)
Researcher Oh I like that one!
Alan Yes I did - 1 stole it off someone else! But, that’s not going
to give me, I mean, I’m no longer going to say I’ve got a 
Law degree even though it’s of no relevance at all, because 
it was the processes. The sort of analysis that sort of side of 
it, which was equally as important as the content
In addition to demonstrating this student’s perception of himself as a lifelong learner 
the short excerpt above also begins to illustrate the extent and therefore the 
complexity with which professional and personal factors intermingle in students’ 
decision to study. In this very brief extract, the student acknowledges the impact of 
three major factors. Firstly, age related attitudes towards extended study are evident 
with his reference to ‘being a perpetual student’. Secondly, acknowledgement is 
made of the influence of credentialism in the workplace with the reference to 
‘temporal degradation of qualifications’ and thirdly whilst acknowledging the value of
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substantive knowledge it was not regarded as being any greater a source of motivation 
than the potential personal satisfaction to be gained through study.
By including chapter eight, ‘Academics Talk’, my intention was to offer academics 
the opportunity to determine their own frames of reference when discussing the 
doctorate, much as I had with the students. My rationale for including academics 
perceptions of the doctorate is based upon three considerations. Firstly, although the 
chapter might in some way detract from the ‘flow’ of my argument, including 
academic’s perceptions within the body of the text contributes to a better sense of 
comprehension and balance. Secondly, it was a democratic gesture, for in chapter two 
I lament the lack of research that includes the views of students on issues that they 
determine as being important and therefore did not wish to lay myself open to this 
potential criticism in my own work by excluding academics. Thirdly, whilst 
academics could be thought of as already having a voice within the literature, as I 
discuss in the chapter, due to academics being under increasing professionally related 
pressure to publish there were grounds for suggesting that the published literature was 
likely to focus on the more conservative elements within the dominant discourses. 
The majority of the academics whom I talked to, chose to make reference to dominant 
issues as presented in the literature and these centred very largely around the internal 
and external sets of conditions which were seen to ‘regulate’ doctoral provision. 
However, it was not concern regarding regulation per se for many were pragmatic in 
their acceptance of the need for accountability, the concern that they felt however, 
was that regulation threatened their sense of professional autonomy. This confirmed 
research by Henkel (2002) who had found that the concept of academic autonomy was 
the generic value upon which a sense of academic identity is constructed. However, 
what was not reported on in Henkel’s study and something for which I had not been 
prepared in my fieldwork for was the intensity of the resentment that was expressed 
towards moves, in particular recent ESRC policies, which academics saw as posing a 
very great threat to their authority to determine what constitutes legitimate 
knowledge. In this chapter, perceptions that were shared were more focused on the 
structural and conceptual elements of the doctorate than in the students’ stories. 
However, the personal was still present for academics related their perceptions of the 
doctorate with reference to their own experiences and practice.
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The primary objective for chapter nine, ‘Student Tales’, is to let the voices of the 
students speak for themselves as directly as possible and therefore my input is kept to 
a minimum. I did not want to ‘over-analyse’ the stories lest it detract from what 
people were saying. Yet whilst variables such as gender, class and ethnicity were 
very real factors that distinguished individuals within the group of students, I chose to 
present their voices in a manner that I felt more closely fitted within my framework of 
the idea of the doctorate. I therefore present the ‘findings’ from the students’ stories as 
four exemplar tales. The scholar’s tale; the evangelist’s tale; the realist’s tale and the 
philomath’s tale. In doing so it was my acknowledgment that it was not simply 
differences in gender, class and ethnicity that had constructed their perceptions but 
that their perceptions of the doctorate had been contingent upon a melding of both 
social and psychological influences over past experiences. As such the extracts focus 
less on the academic aspects of the doctorate and more on the person who conducts 
doctoral research and how events in their past influenced how as individuals they 
perceived their education, why they decided to undertake doctoral study and 
ultimately how they perceived of themselves as learners. Chapter ten explores some 
of the reasons students gave for undertaking doctoral study and I show how these 
closely match the objectives of the three missions of the university. However, the 
majority of students placed the greatest emphasis on the potential for personal 
development for in particular a large number of their stories revolved around what I 
term the ‘prove-it syndrome’. In the prove-it syndrome students saw the doctorate as 
a means of proving something to themselves or significant others in their lives. 
Whilst what all the students individually wanted to prove varied according to their 
own stories, what they shared in common was the belief that the doctorate would add 
credibility and authority to the perceptions that they already held of themselves as 
learners. Chapter eleven is where I extrapolate from the ‘findings’ of this study to 
Bourdieu’s theory of genetic structuralism and this forms the basis of my discussion 
on the concepts of power, autonomy, and identity. Facts have no meaning and data 
never speak therefore the imprint of the author’s interpretation is always present even 
at the stage where concrete findings are taken to an abstract level in the process of 
generalising to theoretical positions. Therefore, in keeping with my aim to be 
transparent in my writing chapter twelve, ‘Lasting Impressions’, is unashamedly 
about my perceptions, for as Richardson (2000:253) notes, ‘the ethnographic life is 
not separable from the self.
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Part IV Matters arising
The final section of the thesis, Part IV contains only chapter thirteen, entitled ‘Upon 
reflection’. It is my discussion and using my metaphor of the ribcage this chapter 
represents the floating ribs: it may be interpreted as a floating discussion in two 
senses. Firstly it is as if the specific fieldwork element of the research is a discrete 
entity which having been written up as a thesis has a concrete form of its own which 
floats within the general research context, like one twig amongst many floating upon a 
pond. Alternatively it can be thought of as a floating discussion one that can be 
likened to less concrete entities, such as a series of ideas floating in ones head as 
abstract or theoretical entities. For example, whilst the very specific findings of case 
studies cannot be generalised to populations, they can be used to extrapolate to theory. 
Silverman (2000:83) through citing the work of anthropologist Douglas (1975) claims 
that by demonstrating the occurrence of something anomalous or unusual lying 
alongside the usual and expected within a particular case, it is possible to refute 
claims that sets of values previously attached to a phenomenon are universal. Citing 
Glaser and Strauss (1968) Silverman suggests that this potential to move from the 
specific to making claims that are more general justifies the claim that within a case 
study it is possible to move from substantive to formal theory. However, 
demonstrating that something is anomalous by comparison to the existing order, 
necessitates an analysis of that which already exists. In this study perceptions that 
reinforce the dominant discourse are contrasted with those of the students. This 
process gives credibility to my claim that what is being discussed is a reflection of the 
broader issues and therefore by extension it is legitimate to comment on the wider set 
of implications.
By locating my research in a very specific context, I found that for some mature 
students the doctorate is primarily about personal development and as such, this was 
anomalous with the dominant discourses surrounding the university that appear to 
propose otherwise. Based upon my interpretation of these specific findings as being 
analogous to a floating rib or entity, in finding anomaly in their perceptions it is 
justifiable to assert that, if mature students in the field of education saw personal 
development as being the driving factor in their decision to undertake doctoral study, 
this may be the case in other fields. With mature doctoral candidates representing a
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large area of growth in student numbers, this study may be of interest to policy 
makers, who keen to promote the concept of lifelong learning, could benefit from 
listening to what had motivated this set of highly committed lifelong learners to once 
again engage with learning.
Possible conclusions?
Over its history the university, like the ribcage, has shown that it does have a flexible 
structure and whilst crises may occur as a result of fracture, the idea of the university 
and by extension the idea of the doctorate, have traditionally given the university its 
strength and can continue to do so. However, whilst the existing literature supports 
the idea that the university must accommodate changes in how it conceptualises and 
meets its missions of the advancement of knowledge and service to society, I suggest 
that the development of the individual should be recognised as being similarly 
important. What I heard in the students’ stories and refer to as the ‘prove-it 
syndrome’, is a symptom of the still widespread belief that doctoral education has 
intrinsic value in terms of personal development. Therefore, this research might 
contribute to the discussion surrounding how the university may reassert its sense of 
identity. Through recognising and building upon these fundamental perceptions 
surrounding the university and the doctorate, it may be possible to persuade potential 
students, the state, its funding agencies and also some parties within the university, 
that learning is not only about qualifications and credentials but at the same time can 
be about personal development of the student. The conclusion I arrived at based upon 
the stories I heard and my own experience of being a doctoral student was that the 
development of the student is not an outdated relic of Liberalism but a vital element of 
the university’s sense of identity. As such, there is wisdom in winning the hearts of 
learners not only their minds and purses.
Earlier in this chapter, I described how there were many reasons for why this text was 
written and why it was written how it was written. Why it was written how it was 
written is an important element of my argument and therefore a large section of the 
final chapter is given over to my critical self-assessment or reflections upon the 
validity and credibility of how it was written. However, as a way of introducing 
myself as author I first discuss why this text was written. On the face of it, I wrote this
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text because I wanted a doctorate and the writing of a thesis remains a necessary 
requirement for the conferment of a doctorate. However, the story behind the writing 
of this text goes back further, to my decision to undertake doctoral study.
Why this text was written
Motivated only by a desire to study ‘for the sake of it’ I had entered my first degree 
with no formal qualifications other than an Access course and certainly no expectation 
that nine years later I would be sitting writing a doctoral thesis. I was not a ‘lifelong 
learner’ but more of an ‘identity-less creature’ of the widening participation initiatives 
of the early 1990s. I had arrived at the doors of the university holding neither a 
professional role to fall back on after graduation nor any idea of where study would 
lead me. As a mature student, I had found studying for my first degree intensely 
rewarding. However upon graduation as a forty-two year old woman with no 
vocational qualifications, the harsh reality that a first degree carried little weight 
(McGivney, 1999) contrasted sharply with my perceptions of what it meant to be 
educated to degree level. From the late 1980s, graduate unemployment and 
qualification inflation had become very real academic concerns (Weil, 1986; Davies 
et al, 1997; Cook, 1999; Dolton and Vignoles, 2000) but as a full-time mother and 
wife, these issues had passed me by. Based on my perceptions of the values attached 
to a degree twenty years ago when my peers from school had obtained their degrees, 
to gain a First Class degree, especially as a mature student, was something of which I 
was very proud. However, my newly found academic credentials failed to impress 
local employers. I applied and was rejected for a number of jobs. The notion of 
graduate unemployment soon became a reality for me yet I was left wondering, why a 
qualification, the experience of working towards which, I felt had transformed by life, 
was valued so little by society. However, there was one sector of society that did 
appear to attach a similar value to my skill and integrity: the university. I spent two 
very happy years employed by my university and worked on a variety of short-term 
research projects before commencing study for my doctorate. I wanted to study for a 
doctorate because a) research was something I enjoyed and was something that I 
thought I ‘was good at’ and b) I believed that I might stand a better chance of finding 
satisfying employment if I had a further qualification.
18
The idea o f the doctorate Introducing the thesis and its author
In my original proposal I had intended researching the experiences of mature women 
returning to higher education at undergraduate level, and my decision had been based 
upon my own experience of being a mature female undergraduate and of reading one 
particular book, Pascall, G. and Cox, R. (1993) ‘Women Returning to Higher 
Education’. It was quite by chance that I had stumbled across the book yet upon 
reading it I had realised two things, firstly I had not been alone in finding the 
experience of being a mature female undergraduate intensely rewarding and secondly 
that in order to have been published the issues discussed in the book must be worthy 
of academic interest. By the time I read it, the book had been published six years and 
I had felt that with the dramatic changes to higher education that been taking place 
since 1992 it would be feasible to revisit the study and see how or if things had 
changed. However, once registered and starting to read more widely I soon found that 
this was already a highly developed field (Usher, 1989; Weil, 1989; Parry, 1997; 
Ward and Steele, 1999) and I began to doubt how a repeat study could make an 
original contribution to knowledge.
At around the same time I read a series of articles that reviewed a paper by Prawatt
(1999) entitled ‘Dewey, Pierce and the Learning Paradox’ and it was reading the 
comments of one particular reviewer Noddings, that sparked the next stage of my 
decision to focus on the doctorate. Noddings (1999:83) had written that, “it is never 
clear whether the (learning) paradox refers to genuinely new knowledge or to well- 
known material that happens to be unknown to the individual” (my addition in 
parentheses). I realised that I was facing the paradox Noddings described, for 
although I had believed that the experiences of mature women entering higher 
education might be an area which might fruitfully generate new knowledge, it had 
already been researched, the material had simply been unknown to me. When this 
truism dawned on me it profoundly influenced how I would continue with my studies. 
During my reflection upon the idea that if knowledge, could be new knowledge to me, 
yet already exist elsewhere I returned to my original research question which had 
been, ‘Knowledge Leading Where?’ and considered the question from a different 
perspective by asking, where is knowledge going?, is it increasing? Or perhaps more 
importantly, is what counts as knowledge simply interpreted differently by 
individuals. Once I had started thinking along these lines, I knew that I wanted to 
somehow examine the relationship between personal meaning and the
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research/learning process. Therefore, by then being registered for a PhD myself, it 
seemed only a tiny but potentially highly fruitful sideways step to move away from 
looking at the experiences of undergraduates to looking at the experiences of PhD 
students as I felt the connection between personal meaning and the research/learning 
process might be more evident there. Being a doctoral student myself, I could 
incorporate an ethnographic element and draw upon my own experience and 
understanding of what being a doctoral student involved. For according to Hill 
Collins (1990:210) “Scholars must be personal advocates of their work, have lived or 
experienced their material in some fashion and be willing to engage in dialogues 
about their findings”. My decision to research the doctorate as opposed to any other 
postgraduate degree was ultimately a pragmatic one.
However, when I started reading I soon found that doctoral processes and their 
outcomes were also areas to which interest had recently been directed (Deem and 
Brehony 2000; Johnson et al., 2000; Tinkler and Jackson, 2000; Winter et al., 2000; 
Wright and Cochrane, 2000), yet as a phenomenon, the doctorate itself remained a 
virginal area of research. For although issues surrounding the doctorate were being 
discussed, with the possible recent exception of Leonard (2002), the literature was 
very largely based upon the assumption that the doctorate needed reforming in order 
to keep up with the rapid changes the university itself was experiencing. However to 
re-form something necessitates understanding its current form and I believed that the 
way I could make a contribution to the field was by taking a step backwards and 
asking the more fundamental question -  what is this phenomenon called a doctorate?
The Bricoleur
It could be argued that to ask the question what is a phenomenon inheres the speaker 
with the responsibility of providing a definition and it is generally recognised that the 
‘golden rule’ of any research is to define the concept under investigation. However 
rather than provide a working definition of the doctorate and then proceed from there 
by analysing how appropriate my definition might have been, I decided that this 
whole thesis should be an exploration of, as it transpired the wide variety and 
sometimes conflicting, perceptions of what a doctorate is. According to Miles and 
Huberman (1984:42) “Knowing what you want to find out, inexorably leads to the
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question of how will you get that information”. At a conceptual level, what I had 
wanted to find out was how to unlock the doctoral ‘black box’ (Latour, 1987). In 
order to unlock the doctoral black box, I needed to gather, not only the dominant 
perceptions surrounding the doctorate as evident in the literature but also voices 
generally excluded or marginalised in the discourse. In addition, I needed to examine 
the ‘workings’ of the doctorate. Therefore based upon Shaffir’s (1997:684) statement 
that, “the most credible understanding of social phenomena requires the researcher to 
discover the actor’s definition of the situation -  that is his or her perception and 
interpretation”; if I wanted to find out how other actors defined the doctorate it would 
be necessary to talk with people involved with the doctorate as a social phenomenon. 
Nevertheless, because I too was involved with a doctorate my own perceptions would 
be equally valid, especially as I could describe my interaction with the ‘workings’ of 
the doctorate in the writing of a thesis. I therefore use and write about my own 
perceptions as a participant observer ‘gone native’ and in places, there is a strong 
ethnographic element to this study. However, and I think perhaps most importantly, I 
simply asked people currently involved with the doctorate what the doctorate meant to 
them. That speaking with other people was the most important element stems from 
my belief that all research is highly subjective and therefore as authors, we have a 
duty to promote the person. The person can be promoted both in our personal input 
into the whole research process (not simply in the writing of the finished text) but also 
in the sense of respect for the ‘individual-ness’ of the voices of those people 
consulted. I saw a connection between my decision to consider examining what 
Stanley and Wise (1993) refer to as ‘a morally responsible epistemology’, and my 
practice as a writer of a doctoral thesis. In addition to showing respect for the 
individual being a moral consideration it was also a necessary step to developing a 
sense of dialogue. The salient feature of which, according to Dearden (2002:153), is 
that ‘members show genuine respect for each other, even if they strongly disagree in 
their views’.
Whilst the dialogic nature of and style in which research is reported, will vary 
between disciplines and between individuals working within disciplines, all texts, 
including theses, are narratives (Richardson, 1990). Therefore, although this thesis 
does not commence with the opening line, ‘once upon a time’ traditionally associated 
with stories, it is a story. What makes it a story is that, according to Kearney (2002)
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as a process narrative involves the act of someone (myself as author), telling someone 
(you the reader) about something (some sets of perceptions of the doctorate). 
Therefore that the personal and the epistemological are inextricably linked can be 
demonstrated by stopping and considering that what can be known depends on who is 
asking and that in the narrating of any story, who is doing the telling and who is doing 
the listening, will ultimately determine what may legitimately be told.
Whilst it would be difficult to ignore the ‘linguistic turn’ (Rorty, 1967) evident in 
literary and theoretical analyses of the postmodern era, I felt that in practice the 
presence of the individual had become more concrete. In an age of uncertainty, 
individuals must create and confirm their own sense of identity and in doing so create 
their own value as individuals. I argue that the sheer presence of policies which focus 
on student centred learning, whether one believes they are simply rhetoric or not, by 
their very existence are evidence of this presence of the person. The rhetoric that 
individuals are responsible for their own education lies comfortably with the notion of 
the autonomous scholar therefore it is appropriate to reconsider the place of the 
individual in the research and also what implications this might have at a theoretical 
level for how we conceptualise and subsequently inscribe the individual through our 
writing.
I have already described how my analysis of the doctorate was based upon three 
sources of information, self, others and the literature. Information from self was 
derived from past experience and from being a participant observer yet my presence 
in the text is made explicit in two different ways. Firstly, there is an autobiographical 
element and as such, this is in keeping with the biographical approach I used to elicit 
the students’ stories. However, as author I am also present by showing both my 
commentary and my reflection upon things that were either said to me or things that I 
had read. As such, my analysis of the doctorate includes details of the whole 
experience, not simply what I researched but how and why I researched what I did 
and why I wrote it up as I did. This enabled me to produce a more holistic account 
being based as it was upon the social, the emotional and the academic aspects of the 
research. I attempted to be as ‘true’ to my beliefs as I could and in my interaction 
with participants, I think it would be justifiable to say that I was working towards 
connectedness in my research. Similarly, in my writing when reviewing the relevant
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discourses, I tried to keep alive the connections between my theorising and my 
subject. However, in the writing up of the thesis, even though I stated that my aim 
was to give voice to students, as Letherby (2002, 3.7) when reflecting upon the 
writing of her thesis noted, ‘my voice was the loudest’. Although I negotiated with 
the participants how meaning would be constructed the reality of writing a thesis 
means that the words cannot speak for themselves and therefore, as Letherby (2002, 
5.6) notes, “the author’s role is constructing rather than discovering the story/the 
knowledge”. If as researcher I was constructing knowledge then I believed that it was 
beholden upon me to make explicit not only how but also why I created the 
constructions that form the knowledge within this text. Therefore, in this introductory 
chapter I have described what I set out to do, what I did and why I did it the way I did 
it. In addition, some of the questions that I asked myself along the way are attached 
as endnotes to the chapter.
Finally, to close my introduction I point to the closeness of the link between the PhD 
and the ‘university system’ as represented by Universities UK (originally United 
Kingdom Universities and later CVCP) : the connection can be traced back to the 
shared origin of both Universities UK and the PhD. According to Simpson (1987), the 
first Universities Congress of the British Empire of 1912 formulated the demand for a 
lower doctorate (the PhD) but it was not until the founding conference of United 
Kingdom Universities on May 18th 1917 that the PhD was finally recommended. 
Therefore, it seems somewhat paradoxical that as an institution producing research, 
the university and the literature it produces is remarkable by its lack of introspection 
with the regard to the doctorate. The doctorate has assumed a ritual status; therefore, 
by demystifying the doctorate, which being based upon the traditions encapsulated 
within the idea of the university; it is possible to examine the tacit nature of the 
university itself. The founding principle of the modem university was the pursuit of 
truth and the creation of the autonomous scholar. In the contemporary era of 
postmodemity questions concerning the legitimacy of pursuing tmth(s) and the notion 
of the centred-self have been the topics of massive and ongoing debate. Yet, whilst 
these issues lie at the very heart of the idea of the doctorate and its objective, the 
production of the autonomous scholar, educational research that has focused on this, 
is remarkable by its absence. Therefore, this thesis is my contribution to opening up 
what I consider a much needed debate. The validity of presenting my discussion of
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this issue in the form of a narrative is based on the following quotation from 
Richardson (1990:13) who writes that;
The narrative mode is contextually embedded and looks for particular 
connections between events, the connection between the events is the 
meaning.
For me in being able to tell the story about my story, the connections between the 
different events, the history of the university, state intervention, regulation of the 
doctoral process by the research councils and the dominance of the quantitative 
paradigm in educational research, is the meaning. Yet at the same time I am 
cognisant of what Richardson (2000:253) reminds her readers,
Who we are and what we can be - what we can study, how we can write 
about that which we study - is tied to how a discipline disciplines itself 
and its members, its methods for claiming authority over both the subject 
matter and its members.
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Some questions I asked myself.
• Is my question a valid question?
• How much meaning can be inferred by context and how much might meaning 
come from personal perception?
• Where is the doctorate studied for -  only in a university?
• What is happening in the university in its contemporary context ?
• Is there a connection between the doctorate being the highest degree that a student 
can register for and the concept of the university itself? (The idea of the 
university and the traditional three missions)
• Is there an idea of the doctorate - if so is it sustainable?
• As a phenomenon, how is the doctorate manifest? (Doctoral training programmes 
and theses).
• Might different people have different sets of perceptions regarding the doctorate? 
And if so might they differ according to; whether or not an individual was located 
within or outside the university; disciplinary differences; an individual’s position 
in the academic hierarchy, age or gender?
• Are all perceptions surrounding the doctorate likely to be considered as equally 
credible or legitimate?
• If not, whose perceptions dominate and why and how are other non-dominant 
perceptions marginalised?
• How could I set about finding answers to my questions -  what methods could I 
employ?
• Was it necessary to critique the doctorate? -  if as I claim it was, why has nobody 
else done so? Possibly as a student conducting an ethnographic style study I have
the licence to ask questions yet at the same time being an 6 outsider-within’ (Hill
Collins) I may see things differently and also have the freedom to critique the 
doctorate that others within academe may not have?
• How could this small scale case study be of benefit to policy makers ?
• What have I learnt from conducting this study and what might I have done
differently if I were doing it again?
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This chapter introduces the method adopted and also provides details of the case 
studied when conducting this piece of ethnographic research to investigate the 
question, what is a doctorate? When considering the concept of method it is useful to 
make the distinction between tools and techniques for whilst tools are instruments, 
techniques or methods are the manner in which instruments or research tools are used. 
My starting point being the pragmatic principle of ‘using what works’, this text can be 
thought of as a bricolage (Levi Strauss, 1966:17). A bricolage is produced by a 
bricoleur which in French, is a handyman or Jack of all trades (Denzin and Lincoln, 
1998:3). However being a Jack of all trades does not imply that a bricoleur is master 
of none. On the contrary, having skills and tools of many trades the bricoleur is able 
to judge how ‘best make use of the tools available to complete his task’, Kincheloe 
(2001: 680). I refer to myself as a bricoleur, in that I use several tools; observation, 
semi-structured interviews and life histories in order to build my bricolage but my 
overarching method or style is reflexivity based upon personal experience.
Clandinin and Connelly (1998:153) consider that personal experience is a ‘method’ 
because it is ‘the starting point and key term of all social inquiry’. Conceived of thus 
reflexivity is a broad concept that is not restricted to the tools used to generate or elicit 
‘data’, but includes the processes of assimilation, synthesis and dissemination and 
therefore transformation of ‘data’ into information. My claim that when building this 
bricolage reflexivity was a necessary tool appears justifiable following Kincheloe 
(2001: 682), who notes that, 'Bricoleurs understand that the ways these dynamics are 
addressed -  whether overtly or tacitly -  exerts profound influence on the nature of the 
knowledge produced by researchers’.
Moreover as my method, reflexivity was present as an iterative process throughout the 
research, one used to unite the different threads of my research in all its different 
stages. As such, my research process incorporated not only a technical dimension in
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the planning of design and learning of methodological implications but also an 
experiential one, Usher et al (1997). (A diagrammatic representation of the research 
trajectory is included in the appendix page 2). To deny the experiential dimension by 
excluding it from my writing would have given only a partial and fragmented account 
and therefore I not only write about my insights as an ethnographer but in the chapter 
entitled ‘Lasting Impressions’, about my experiences as a doctoral student. The 
reporting of this experiential element is not a solipsistic ‘add-on’ to bulk out the text 
but a form of autoethnography, which being a biographical or self-narrative places me 
as author into a social context (Reed-Danahay, 1997). Whilst Usher et al (1997:221) 
advocate including the experiential aspect of a research trajectory within the text they 
comment that whilst this element may often be acknowledged privately it is rarely 
acknowledged publicly because, “normal science holds that the situatedness of the 
researcher is in principle of no relevance to the research results obtained”. There does 
not appear to be consensus within the literature regarding what constitutes reflexivity 
(May, 1996; 2000 and Slack, 2000). Yet I often referred to Usher et al’s diagram in 
order to reflect upon how my understanding of the issues grew and changed in the 
light of ongoing research experiences and how these contributed to my own emerging 
biography. Therefore although I refer to this research as being in the style of an 
ethnographic case study, my method was under-girded throughout by reflexivity. 
However, that I describe this as an ethnographic case study requires explication of its 
two component areas. Firstly, the strengths and limitations of case studies and 
secondly a discussion of the strengths and sometimes confusion regarding what 
constitutes ethnography.
Case studies: A critique of...
There is the potential criticism that a case study is not a single design but a 
‘methodological hotchpotch’, which researchers adopt out of convenience or as mere 
platitude to the concept (Warmington, 2000) rather than on an informed 
methodological basis. Foster et al (2000), suggest that this criticism of case studies is 
in part due to the wide range of uses to which a case study approach can be applied 
and that this has led to confusion regarding the philosophical assumptions
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underpinning its use (my discussion of the philosophical underpinning of 
methodology is presented in chapter six). However, as Silverman (2000:1) argues, 
whilst case study research may be used in both quantitative and qualitative paradigms, 
so too are many other methods and therefore “methods are techniques which take on a 
specific meaning according to the methodology in which they are used”. Possibly a 
problem therefore lies in conflating method with methodology one that may have 
arisen by naming a case study approach, a case study design. The concept of a single 
overarching research design is a positivist construct that along with other quantitative 
concepts such as validity and reliability cannot readily be supplanted onto qualitative 
research. I therefore prefer the suggestion made by Deem and Brehony (1994) that 
case study designs should be referred to as strategies in that this implies an attitude 
towards and presentation of, the whole research process and this more closely suits 
my work.
Possibly the most frequently expressed criticism of case studies concerns the scientific 
notion of generalisability, which questions how it is possible to generalise to whole 
populations from just a handful of subjects. Two issues arise from this firstly, 
generalisability per se and secondly size and representativeness of samples. According 
to Yin (1987:21), regarding the issue of generalisability,
the short answer is that case studies, like experiments, are generalisable to 
theoretical positions and not to populations or universes.
This is a view corroborated by Stake (1994) who suggests that case studies should not 
even attempt to generalise to populations but as an alternative move from the 
particular to the general through extrapolation to theory. According to Patton 
(1997:258) cited by Schmuttermaier and Schmitt (2001: 3.15),
Extrapolation involves logically and creatively thinking about what 
specific findings mean for other situations, rather than the statistical 
process of generalizing from a sample to a larger population.
The credibility of the process of extrapolation is enhanced through the belief that sees 
‘singularity a concentration of the global in the local’ (Hamel, 1993) or ‘the universal 
singular’ (Denzin, 1989:19). The validity of the process of extrapolation is as 
Silverman (2000:83) notes, that by demonstrating something anomalous or unusual in
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the particular case, it is possible to refute any claim that any event or set of values 
attached to a phenomenon are universal. Therefore, citing Glaser and Strauss (1968) 
Silverman suggests that in a case study it is possible to move from substantive to 
formal theory.
When considering the issue of representativeness of samples, Stake (1994) is useful 
in that he points to the intrinsic case whereby it is assumed that generalisability is 
present in any ‘theoretical sample’. Theoretical sampling according to 
Schmuttermaier (2001) is when researchers actively seek cases they consider most 
representative of the issue being studied and as such it is a means of allowing the 
researcher to focus ‘on the reality of the people being researched’. According to 
Foster et al (2000:216), citing Hammersley (1992), case study research is designed to, 
“investigate a small number of naturally occurring cases in depth” (my emphasis). 
The ‘natural occurrence’ of academics and doctoral students in a school of education 
doctoral programme qualified my description of this group of people representing a 
theoretical ‘sample’. The numbers of students interviewed was small (twenty-nine) 
but to a large extent this was because the naturally occurring numbers of potential 
student contributors in the departments visited, was only relatively small. The 
departments were not atypical for although the number of doctoral registrations across 
all disciplines is large, in education as a field, doctoral registrations are not high. For 
example for year 1997/98 the total number of students registered for a doctorate was 
72,713 (UK and overseas) however only 3,426 students were registered for doctorates 
in education of which 2,391 were UK domiciled and the remaining 1035 from 
overseas. (Source: HESA 2000: personal data request. The tables received from 
HESA are included in the appendix, pages 3-14). Not only are doctoral candidates in 
education relatively limited in their number, but also seeking the views of large 
numbers of students had not been a methodological aim, believing as I did in the 
‘concentration of the global in the local’. This case study is therefore described as an 
exemplar and as such the number of schools visited becomes immaterial. Moreover, 
an exemplar case is a hypothetical case; therefore it is unnecessary to know the 
identity of the schools of education, or the identity of the individuals.
Regarding the use of small samples Winter et al, (2000:31) usefully comment that 
whilst a small sample may not necessarily be representative, it may still provide a
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sufficient range of opinions upon which to build one’s analysis. The ability to access 
a range of opinions was more important than generating a representative sample, 
which might otherwise have exerted too heavy a positivistic influence over my work. 
I used the same principle regarding sample size and representativeness in deciding 
how many schools of education I should visit (the time implications behind this 
decision are discussed later in this chapter).
According to Rubin and Rubin (1995), conducting interviews at 'different sites' and 
under 'different conditions' serves to validate findings. Citing Hopkins et al 
(1989:66), Deem & Brehony (1994) describe this as a process of triangulation 
whereby it is possible “to check the perceptions of one actor in a specific situation 
against those of other actors in the same situation”. Triangulation according to Mason 
(1996:25) cited by May (1997) adds to ‘validity’ through corroborating or 
strengthening patterns. By visiting two schools of education and speaking with both 
academics and students not only could I examine whether there were differences 
between the two sets of actors but also could check the perceptions of academics in 
one specific situation against those of other academics in the same situation, and of 
course the same with students. According to Winter (2000), not only can multiple 
cases strengthen the results by replicating pattern matching but they also increase 
confidence in the robustness of any theory that is developed.
Whilst the term triangulation is increasingly seen within the literature where it is 
proposed as an alternative to validity (Denzin and Lincoln (1998:4) as Heinrich
(2000) notes, the image of a triangle implies a centred subject standing within set 
boundaries. Despite Heinrich’s caution, the term triangulation is retained here for as 
discussed in chapter six, even when alternatives to positivistic words such as validity 
are suggested it appears that the underlying semantics remain unchallenged. However 
in acknowledgment of this, throughout the text where words that have positivistic 
implications are used, i.e. ‘validity’ or ‘data’, they have been placed between inverted 
commas, as an adaptation of Baudrillard’s device of placing words sous-rature. This 
indicates that the meanings generally associated with the particular word, are 
considered inappropriate to interpretative inquiry generally. However, whilst words 
such as trustworthiness or authenticity (Hammersley, 1987; Guba and Lincoln, 1989),
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have been suggested as alternatives to ‘validity’, they are not alternatives with which I 
am comfortable.
Although Yin’s (1989:13) definition of a case study as being ‘the study of a 
contemporary phenomenon in its real-life context’ is often taken to exemplify case 
studies, the emphasis in the protocols of both Yin and Stake is relatively rigid and at 
times veers towards the quantitative and this was not what I was looking to achieve. 
What I wanted to achieve in my study of the doctorate as a phenomenon, was how 
meanings were attached to the doctorate and whether meanings would be the same for 
students and academics and this did not so readily lend itself to the production of a 
rigid protocol. Although examining a phenomenon in its real life context, this study is 
not purely phenomenological for whilst phenomenology as an approach attempts to 
understand the ‘meaning of things’, strictly speaking phenomenology based on 
Husserl’s understanding, is not concerned with looking at how meanings become 
attached to a phenomenon. Yet examining how the different meanings became 
attached to the doctorate is an important part of the story I tell.
Case study: as a tool
Whilst case studies have limitations they also have many advantages particularly as 
Tellis (1997) notes, when an in-depth investigation is needed because being multi- 
perspectival analyses they consider all the relevant actors in the situation and the 
interaction between them. In my study this entailed examining the differing 
perceptions of students and academics but in doing so students’ voices were given a 
forum often lacking in the literature. The interaction present consists, firstly between 
the spoken voices of the interviews with the discourses as constructed in the literature 
and secondly between myself and a) the research participants to produce 
connectedness and b) with the thesis and my writing as a form of praxis. By 
involving all the actors in the situation, voice was given to those otherwise voiceless 
and by extension powerless. This too was in keeping with a feminist ethical stance of 
providing marginal views access to the same forum as dominant perceptions that are 
portrayed in the literature. Therefore, this case study research is a multi-layered, multi 
perspective analysis of the doctorate.
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Finding out why students decided to undertake doctoral study and upon what 
perceptions of the doctorate their decision had been made was a tool to better 
understanding what the doctorate meant to them. Therefore the following quotation 
from (Schramm, 1971:23) serves as further justification for utilising a case study 
approach in that.
The essence of a case study is that it tries to illuminate a set of decisions: 
why they were taken, how they were implemented and with what results.
The unit of analysis is often considered the critical factor in determining the ‘validity’ 
of case studies (Yin, 1987; Stake, 1994; Tellis, 1997). Rather than accept the more 
traditional definition of a unit analysis as an individual or group of individuals, I 
accepted Tellis’ (1997), suggestion that it can be a system of action. Based on this 
understanding of a unit of analysis, I decided that my unit of analysis should be a 
school of education doctoral programme. In defining my unit of analysis thus I could 
examine issues from both within the case, the perceptions of students and academics 
involved with the doctoral programme and also issues external to the case, such as 
academic traditions and other factors that influence contemporary doctoral policy. 
Both required review in order to understand more about the doctorate as a 
phenomenon.
The final justification for utilising a case study approach was that as Silverman 
(2000:83) notes, despite being limited to a specific set of actions and interactions, 
case studies allow one to examine how particular sayings and doings are 
embedded in particular patterns of social organisation.
The critical aim of this study is to demonstrate the mechanisms through which 
dominant educational discourses can be challenged. Therefore Warmington’s (2000:3) 
justification for case study as a critical tool is useful since he proposed that,
It is the potential of case study research to move beyond actor’s individual 
accounts, in order to examine the discourse within which the voicing of 
their accounts is framed and, beyond that, to study the historical 
production of that discourse.
Therefore, whilst this research includes the accounts of individual actors, in addition it 
examines the discursive context of the doctorate itself in order to examine how and 
from where perceptions may have stemmed. However, it should not be overlooked
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that the discourses reviewed are not only those belonging to the culture of the 
university but are discourses created and reinforced by academics whose writings 
contribute to the discourse. As such the university is also the physical context of the 
doctorate and it is this aspect that constitutes the ethnographic element of this study.
On ethnography
As an approach case study has a long tradition in anthropology and sociology. Whilst 
for ethnographers working within these disciplines methodological debate continues 
around ethical and epistemological issues (Atkinson, 1990; Coffey et al, 1996), that 
case study is the optimum research strategy is not disputed. The history of 
ethnography can be said to have its roots in the Chicago School, which Warren 
(1982), describes as a marriage of two philosophical perspectives, Pragmatism (Mead 
& Dewey) and Formalism (Park, Hammersley, Atkinson). However, according to 
Van Maanen (1995:3), as a generic method, ethnography includes five different types 
of approach; Realism, Confessional, Dramatic, Critical and Self or auto-ethnography. 
This research falls into the category of critical ethnography for it reviews the culture 
of the doctorate within the historical, political, social and symbolic context of the 
university.
What unites all ethnographic approaches is that narrative and textual representation lie 
at the heart of them, and this thesis is no exception: for as Van Maanen (1995:3) 
notes, “Broadly conceived, ethnography is a story telling institution”. Richardson 
(1998:347) argues that narrative develops the notion of a collective story yet she also 
recognises that due to the dominance of the discourse of ‘mechanistic scientism and 
quantitative research’ there is always the danger that in practice the qualitative 
researcher assumes the role of an instrument or disinterested inquirer. A disinterested 
inquirer is one who simply writes up the story of what has happened as if  having 
discovered truth(s), as opposed to having created truths through their writing and 
representation.
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Ethnography: text as a tool
Whilst ethnography aims to examine a culture, or phenomenon within a culture, as it 
is understood by members of that culture, how the information is represented in the 
written text will very largely be dependent upon the researcher’s aims for the 
ethnography. Two points arise from this acknowledgment. The first is a general point 
and the second refers more specifically to ethnography. Firstly whilst experience may 
be the starting point of research as West (1996) notes, within educational research the 
researcher’s insights gained through experience are rarely acknowledged in the final 
text. Yet as Denzin (1998:323) notes, as authors we create our own situated, inscribed 
version of the realities we seek to describe and therefore ‘truth is a textual 
production’. The issue of textual production of truth and an author’s authority to 
claim to be providing truth was a subject much discussed in the development of 
anthropology as a discipline. Fines (1993) and Van Maanen (1995) note that as a 
result during the 1970s researchers worked to develop a much greater awareness of 
the effects of their presence on the outcome of the research and how this should be 
accounted for within the text. However, many felt that much of the work from this 
period was overly confessional with the author’s presence being so intrusive that 
research failed to adequately convey the story of the ‘subject’ being studied. 
Contingent upon this issue Clandinin and Connelly (1998:173) query how vivid the 
‘signature’ of the author should be? They do this by referring to Geertz (1988: line 
reference absent in source document), who commenting on this problem had written 
that, “Being there in the text, is even more difficult than being there in the field”.
Whilst the decision regarding how vivid the author’s signature should be in the text 
may be a pertinent question for all researchers, irrespective of their field of inquiry, 
for me it was particularly pertinent. I wrote this text as a doctoral thesis, the aim of 
which was to communicate both the authenticity and the authority of my voice, in the 
sense of being able to demonstrate my knowledge and understanding of the subject, 
the doctorate as a phenomenon. Yet at the same time whilst I wanted to find a 
comfortable balance between my voice and those of other participants I also needed to 
find an appropriate balance between my experiences and the level of authority I 
wanted to claim for my finished text. In deciding how ‘vivid’ my signature should be, 
I was strongly influenced by what I perceived my audience would consider, might
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constitute the most appropriate balance between subjectivity and authority. In the first 
instance my audience is likely to be an academic one, my supervisor and examiners, 
yet as Usher et al (1997) remind us, we also write for ourselves. On the one hand, the 
subject of my inquiry being the doctorate and its relationship to academe was to be 
examined by gatekeepers o f  academe, therefore my signature should be feint and the 
rigour of my methods alone should argue for my authority. On the other hand, 
hearing the personal nature of the student’s stories emboldened me to focus on the 
experiential side of the doctoral process, which required stamping a vivid signature on 
the writing up of the research. Ultimately whilst values associated with field and 
training might influence whether my argument is considered as having demonstrated 
adequate authority, appreciation of style is more likely to be a matter of personal 
preference. Therefore because I also write for myself and I believe that my 
experience of being a doctoral student contributed as heavily to this anatomy of the 
doctorate as my review of the discourses, or my representation of student’s stories, my 
signature is strong.
Having stated that the overarching method of this monograph is reflexivity, this is my 
acknowledgement that personal experience was the basis of my reconstruction of the 
stories told. According to Clandinin and Connelly (1998) personal experience 
methods, as a type of ethnographic approach may include, field-notes, photographs, 
field texts, oral histories, research interviews and autobiographical writing. Although I 
did not write formal field notes, my ‘data’ sources included oral histories and research 
interviews. That these are ‘data’ sources, is acknowledgment that the occasions on 
which I met with the individual contributors were the ‘raw data’, yet it was not the 
events themselves that were analysed but the transcriptions of the words that were 
spoken at those events. As such, transcriptions are field-texts in much the same way 
as field-notes are field texts. The difference is that whereas field-notes would have 
been my perceptions or interpretations of events, transcriptions are the recorded 
perceptions or interpretations of others.
Consideration of my ethnographic stance necessitates raising the issue of the 
existential element of being a located inquirer and on this Clandinin and Connelly 
(1998) point to Rose (1990), who suggested that researchers should ask themselves, 
what are we doing here -  what is entailed in experiencing this experience? A reply to
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the question what am I doing here could be answered quite simply by stating that I 
was examining a phenomenon in its real life context and reviewing how the culture of 
the university dominates how the doctorate can legitimately be described. There is a 
danger that for those working within academe the doctorate may appear so familiar as 
to not require questioning, yet I argue that the myths surrounding the doctorate should 
be opened up through using Garfinkel's (1967:9) notion of 'anthropological 
strangeness', of making the familiar strange and the strange familiar. Firstly, the 
context in which the university now operates is rapidly changing and secondly, whilst 
the doctorate may appear commonplace within academe it is unlikely that it is 
perceived to be so within wider society. When academe and its traditions are likened 
to a ‘symbolic universe’ within a culture (Berger and Luckmann, 1966) by reviewing 
the doctorate, it was as if I went native, like a lone anthropologist to study the rituals 
and ways of another culture. The rituals of the university’s culture were observed but 
as an outsider, for I remain an outsider until my symbolic or ritual rite of passage is 
completed and my thesis accepted. There is therefore the additional element of auto­
ethnography within this study in that the culture of the university and its influence 
over my practice of being a doctoral candidate is reflected upon and (con)textualised. 
At this level my work can also be said to stem from an ethnomethodological 
perspective, and in chapter six the power of tradition within the university to 
determine what constitute legitimate ways of telling a research story is reviewed.
Coffey et al (1996, 2.2) when discussing changes to ethnographic practices note that, 
the anthropological monograph, was the culmination of the ethnography 
and the legitimizing mark of the anthropologist and this was confirmed by 
the construction of a major text.
It is somewhat ironic that my construction of this thesis as a major text is also to be 
the legitimizing mark of myself as a scholar. For whilst as an ethnographer I may 
have identified with academe, it will be the rules of the observed culture which will 
determine the legitimacy of my ethnography or ‘monograph’.
The second part of Rose’s question (referred to on previous page) - what is entailed in 
experiencing this experience?, is a profound philosophical problem which deserves 
considerably more exploration than this thesis permits. However, processes such as 
gaining trust, empathising, listening, interacting and reflecting that comprised the
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experiential aspects of the fieldwork are addressed. For example, trust was an ethical 
issue particularly relevant for me in that simply being a doctoral student in a school of 
education provided me with the opportunity of additional participant observation. I 
was very much aware of the potential criticism that any covert observation could be 
considered unethical in the sense of being voyeuristic. However being a doctoral 
student observing academics and students acting out their roles within my own 
department was not covert because my student peers were aware that my subject of 
enquiry was the doctorate and on many occasions, when discussing general topics, 
members of the group would make comments along the lines of, ‘Oh I expect Sue will 
find this interesting’. Similarly, academics other than my supervisors were also aware 
of, or perhaps bemused by, the subject of my research. Often when introducing me to 
visitors to the department academics would make the comment, ‘this is Sue, our 
student who is researching the doctorate’. People within my department were clearly 
aware of my field of study and therefore whilst they knew I may be noticing the 
everyday business in the department, at the same time people knew that my research 
question did not focus on the workings of my department but on the doctorate as a 
phenomenon. Undeniably though, being a doctoral student was background ‘data’ 
and contributed to how I ‘felt’ about my fieldwork ‘data’ and research process 
generally. Adler and Adler (1998:97) recognise this potential influence for they write 
that,
Observers who place themselves in the same situations as their subjects 
will thereby gain a deeper ‘existential understanding’ of the world as the 
members see and feel it. This notion augments researcher’s observations 
of these others with observations of their own thoughts and feelings.
Ball (1994:117), also notes that although not all research experiences will be reported 
on in the final text, they remains as background information which gives the 
researcher “insights into the discourses and constraints which inform and affect 
interviewees”. Similarly, May (1997:161) citing Webb et al (1966:36) makes 
reference to the ‘unobtrusive measures or physical traces’ of social research, which he 
describes as,
those pieces of ‘data’ not specifically produced for the purpose of 
comparison or inference, but available to be exploited opportunistically by 
the alert investigator.
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Every safeguard was taken in order to avoid exploiting anyone or anything however; 
physical traces of being a doctoral student did influence my thinking, as did a range of 
other experiences peripheral to my fieldwork interviews.
On texts as narratives
Although ethnographic research has a long heritage, narrative research is still in its 
early stages of development and therefore according to Chapman (1999:1) “it is 
deeply implicated in contemporary conflicts over theory, methodology and politics in 
scholarly investigation”. This presents some difficulty with understanding the core 
notion of narrative, which as Fenstermacher (1997:119) notes, raises the question of 
whether narrative is the same as biography and if so, being descriptive, can narrative 
be said to be critical? However, as Clandinin and Connelly explain (1998:155), 
narrative is both a means of representation and a pattern of inquiry. Therefore, whilst 
as a phenomenon a narrative account may be descriptive, as a process of inquiry 
narrative may be critical. To confuse matters further biographical research can be 
narratively generated but quantitatively reported and vice versa. However as 
Fenstermacher (1997:122) notes, what all forms of narrative share in common is that 
they,
Are not merely the tellings or compositions of someone, or the retellings 
or reconstructions by others, or even the analysis by some researchers of 
the tellings of some practitioner: instead these are discourses framed 
within some socio-political, cultural or economic context, such that the 
tellings are couched in the matrix of both micro and macro forces.
Hubbard (2000) makes the further point that because life histories can be understood 
as stories which have the capacity to show people making decisions and choices 
within specific socio-historical circumstances, a biographical approach is well suited 
to case study research. For by focusing on the interface between the macro and micro 
and recognising that both will have been discursively framed it removes the necessity 
of determining whether narrative accounts, being representation, are any less valid 
than those that claim to be ‘proved as empirically true’. Therefore recognising and 
celebrating the subjectivity within narrative, I have interpreted narrative as being a 
multiple approach. This includes ‘data’ gathering; in my study as educational histories
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or biographies, a mode of analysis; in my study by looking at underlying structures 
and how they are represented in stories and finally as a mode of representation; in my 
study the style of writing.
The standpoint of the located inquirer is an issue examined in further detail in chapter 
six by looking to standpoint theory and Bourdieu’s notion of objectification of the act 
of objectification. I rejected standpoint theory’s apparent mask of objectivity 
(Hawksworth, 1999), for as Marcus (1998:398) cautions, although this type of 
approach claims to permit the researcher to make an object of that which shapes their 
own knowledge, it denies the possibility of acknowledging the residual element of 
subjectivity in any written representation. This was not something I wanted to do; on 
the contrary, I wanted to highlight the subjectivity of texts. Therefore in writing this 
thesis, the creative nature of the process of writing (Richardson, 1998) as a form of 
narrative analysis (Polkinghome, 1995) is made explicit. Moreover as Humphries 
(1998) notes, the final representation in the text is the result of two creative processes. 
Firstly, there is 'the act of interpretation' (Blumer 1969) and secondly there is the art 
of interweaving the heard stories with theoretical accounts. It is the creativity of the 
author and their choice of theories that ultimately ‘reconstruct the order of the told’ 
(Mishler, 1995: 95 cited by Ylijoki, 2001). The levels of analysis are discussed further 
in a later chapter but here whilst discussing texts, it is appropriate to make a note 
about ‘data’ as text. The occasions of the interviews were my raw ‘data’ but the act of 
transcribing the interviews turned them into documents that I was able to read as 
narrative stories. I was able to analyse the structures of the texts in the sense of, what 
was the plot of the story I was hearing and who were the main characters, yet at the 
same time acknowledged that the stories I heard were themselves representations 
(Kasper, 1995:203) that the students had constructed in order to make sense of their 
own lives.
Van Maanen (1995:22) points to this paradoxical situation, one that all ethnographers 
are faced with when considering how to represent their work in the written form, by 
writing that, “There is the possibility that we can assert both the textuality of 
ethnographic facts and the facticity of ethnographic texts”. This paradox is also 
recognised by Willis and Trondman (2000:11), who see the power of storytelling as 
lying in its ability to fuse old experiences with new ones yet citing Bourdieu’s caution
39
The idea o f the doctorate The case o f the bricoleur
against either excluding reason or admitting only reason, they suggest as an 
alternative that,
it is down to the individual researcher to decide best how to record and 
present the ‘nitty-gritty’ of everyday life in ways which produce the 
maximum illumination for readers.
The comment was made earlier that for those within academe, the doctorate is a 
familiar phenomenon being a part of the nitty-gritty of everyday life in a university 
however as this research demonstrates, an air of mystery still surrounds the doctorate. 
Therefore it is a highly appropriate subject for telling a story about from an 
ethnographic perspective. For as Marcus (1998:399) notes,
The best subjects of contemporary ethnography are those that have been 
heavily represented, narrated and made mythic by the conventions of 
previous discourses.
Whilst the doctorate has not been heavily represented in the literature, it has been 
made mythic by the conventions of previous discourses, in particular those that 
construct and reinforce traditional perceptions about the idea of the university. The 
aim of this thesis is to demystify the doctorate however, the complexity and 
interrelatedness of the issues that are examined necessitates an eclectic approach, 
which according to Kincheloe (2001), means using the tools best suited to the job in 
hand. For me as bricoleur this was to conduct an ethnographic case study: the case in 
question being the doctoral programme in two schools of education.
The case in question
I chose to focus on the doctorate in the field of education, for amongst the disciplines, 
education is anomalous in that not only is it a field in its own right but also 
collectively the disciplines are what is referred to as education. In addition, within 
education it is possible to register for both PhDs and EdDs and whilst practice based 
doctorates are currently growing in number across the disciplines, professional 
doctorates were introduced into education very early on in the UK and as such reflect 
the field’s heavy leaning towards professional practice. I visited two schools of 
educational studies as this offered the potential for multi-way comparisons due to 
replication of the different groups of individuals i.e. strategic level academics.
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operational level academics and students at both sites. Moreover as Hopkins et al 
(1989:66) note, individual actors within each case can then be considered as cases 
within the case.
My rationale for utilising doctoral programme in a school of educational studies as my 
unit of analysis, was that in so doing I was able to tap into a variety of disciplines. 
Had I attempted a comparative study a major problem would have been which 
subjects to choose and then how many contributors could physically be met within the 
time constraints of a PhD. Of the participants whom I refer to as students, twenty-five 
(86%) whilst being described for the purposes of this study as students, were at the 
same time practising as professional educators within the higher education system. 
Their fields of practice are shown by the figures in brackets below after each field as 
defined by HESA. Therefore locating my analysis within education I was still able to 
access perceptions and stories across nine disciplinary fields. The four students who 
did not have the additional professional role of practising educators came from a 
similarly eclectic range of backgrounds: Philosophy, Sociology, Languages and 
Management Studies. (All the student participants were ‘mature’ students according 
to HESA classification).
HESA statistical data collected under the Joint Academic Coding System (JACS) and 
presented under the following nineteen subject headings, Medicine and dentistry; 
Subjects allied to medicine (8); Biological sciences (1); Veterinary science; 
Agriculture and related subjects; Physical sciences; Mathematical science (1); 
Computing science (3); Engineering and technology; Architecture, building and 
planning; Social, economic and political studies (5); Law; Business and administrative 
studies (1); Librarianship and information science; Languages (2); Humanities; 
Creative arts and design (1); Education (3); Combined.
On anonymity and confidentiality
I have kept profiles of the two institutions to a minimum primarily because I am 
presenting them as exemplar cases and secondly in order to maintain anonymity and 
therefore the confidentiality I guaranteed the participants. Initially I had been 
persuaded by my supervisors that this was a necessary requirement for my work, in
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that participants would be unlikely to speak openly and honestly with me if they 
thought our conversations would not remain confidential. I concurred with my 
supervisors’ suggestion and within my letter of invitation to participate in my study, 
(enclosed in appendix page 34), I provided all respondents with my guarantee of 
anonymity and confidentiality. However from the point of view of my desire to put 
into practice that which I write about at a theoretical level, I remain convinced that it 
would have been better to not have conducted them as a series of anonymous 
narratives/interviews. However once started I was committed to maintaining 
anonymity, incidentally the two most senior academics and hence potentially 
recognisable individuals, both commented that they would have been happy for me to 
name them personally. I make reference to this in order to demonstrate two issues, 
firstly the issue of power in the sense of traditional academic practices to constrain 
(generally academic research is anonymous) and secondly in order to demonstrate 
how for the researcher the process is an evolving and iterative one. For example, in 
the early planning stages of my inquiry I did not have enough knowledge or 
confidence in my research, to question whether anonymity was possibly a detraction. 
I had just assumed without questioning that this was what researchers did, yet as my 
thinking developed through ongoing reading and experiences, so I began to realise the 
importance of acknowledging the personal within the epistemological and had real 
names been used in the text this would have further demonstrated this belief. 
However, to overcome this I have given institutions and participants pseudonyms in 
order to make explicit that these were real people in a real life context.
A description of this real context is provided in the following brief outline of the two 
universities, the two schools of educational studies and their doctoral programmes. At 
each institution the social actors who were involved in my study were either strategic 
or operational level academics and students. Contact with the doctoral programme for 
those whom I refer to as strategic level academics involved mediating between policy 
and the institution. This group included VCs and PVCs with responsibility for 
research (or their equivalent) and Heads of School. Operational level academics 
however, were more closely involved with the doctoral students, either as supervisors 
or course directors, and in this sense they were the interface between the students and 
the institution.
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The first school I visited was located in a pre-1992 university, built as a result of the 
expansion following the Robbin’s Report of 1962, which has a traditional academic 
hierarchy and Senate -  I refer to this institution as Older University. The second 
school I visited was located in a post-1992 university where the flatter structure was 
headed by a Directorate - 1 refer to this institution as Newer University. The heritage 
of the two institutions was reflected in their mission statements. Both describe 
themselves as aiming to be responsive to the needs of society yet whilst Older 
University appears to interpret this as the technological needs of an industrial society, 
Newer University appears to place more emphasis on developing a sense of 
community with society through vocational and professional education. These 
differences were apparent when I spoke with the two most senior academics from 
each institution. However, it was only regarding institutional level perceptions that 
marked differences were discernible between the contributors from the two 
institutions, for differences did not extend to perceptions surrounding the doctorate 
per se.
For the year 1999/2000, the year in which I commenced my doctoral research, Newer 
University had a total student population of 20,000 which was almost twice the size of 
that of Older University. However, there were almost one thousand doctoral students 
registered across all faculties of Older University whilst at Newer University not only 
were there only half as many faculties but registrations of doctoral students were in 
the region of one third as many as at Older University. For the same year, ten times 
as many doctorates were awarded to candidates at Older University than at Newer 
University. Therefore despite being a much larger institution, at the time of this 
research, doctoral provision at Newer University was on a considerably smaller scale 
than at Older University.
The doctoral programme in the School of Educational Studies of Older University 
aims to provide students with an integrated framework of studies to support their work 
and has been recognised by the ESRC as meeting the requirements for ‘the training of 
professional researchers in the field of education’. The stated aims of Newer 
University’s doctoral programme are similar, in that a stimulating environment to 
support original and creative inquiry is offered to students. However, in the doctoral 
students handbook at Newer University a slightly different emphasis is noted whereby
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the EdD in particular is, “designed to produce researching professionals” (emphasis 
added). Although all doctoral students registered at Newer University are offered a 
dedicated doctoral-level research methods course and access to lectures on key, issues 
in educational methods and practice, at the time of my fieldwork the programme was 
not recognised by the ESRC.
A more noticeable difference between the two schools is that at Older University the 
school runs its own doctoral training programme whereas at Newer University 
students are registered in a dedicated Research Student Division which provides 
training for all doctoral candidates. Further whilst at Older University doctoral 
candidates generally have one and in some cases two supervisors at Newer University 
doctoral candidates are supported by a thesis panel more akin to the system found in 
the US. The thesis panel consists of the Head of School, the Research Student 
Division Leader (where the student is located) and one or two supervisors.
The doctoral programme at Older University is described as having two components. 
The first is a general research education and training, which involves the study of 
research methods and processes together with participation in research seminars and 
workshops. The second is supervision, where students work with their research 
supervisor(s) at planning and conducting research, which leads to the drafting and 
writing of a thesis for examination. The balance of these components is similar for 
MPhil/PhD and EdD students, except that students registered for an EdD are required 
to undertake additional taught modules reflecting the professional dimension and 
focus to their studies. EdD candidates must complete and pass four elective modules 
from the selection of eight offered by the school and as is common practice the 
dissertation is of a shorter length, in the region of 50,000 words. Apart from the 
difference in length the requirements for the thesis are the same for both PhD and 
EdD with the exception being that whereas the thesis for a PhD should show evidence 
of a systematic study of the subject for an EdD the requirement is that the thesis 
should show evidence of a systematic study of the subject linked to professional 
practice.
At Newer University, the doctoral training programme leads to a Certificate in 
Research Methodology. In addition to weekly attendance at taught seminars, it is a
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requirement that all students also attend a two-day university wide or generic learning 
workshop or equivalent. As described above students at Newer University are 
supported in their research planning by a supervisory panel. For an EdD student at 
Newer University the taught components appear more flexible leading as they do to 
the writing of three assignments, each to cover one of the following; identifying 
research issues, practice based research and problem/policy based research studies. 
These assignments are conducted over the first two years of registration and constitute 
part I of the programme -  part II is the preparation and writing of a thesis. Although 
no such explicit details are available at Older University, for EdD students at Newer 
University the assumption is made that completion of stage I requires: 45 weeks of 
independent study per year of which, 12 hours of independent study per week 
(approx), 14 hours of work based research per week (approx), 1 lecture and 2 hour 
methods course per month and 7 days for study blocks. Clearly the expectation is that 
EdD students will be prepared to commit themselves to a large amount of study in 
addition to their full-time work.
To put the level of time commitment expected of part-time EdD students at Newer 
University into some perspective it is useful to note that as a full-time ESRC funded 
student I was contracted to work/study for no less than 1800 hours per annum with the 
research training element being expected to comprise 40% of my first years work 
load. In both schools the taught elements are conducted during the late afternoon and 
early evening or at weekends reflecting the need to accommodate students who are 
otherwise in full-time employment.
A  further difference that exists between the two schools is in the m inim um and 
maximum lengths, in numbers of months, of permitted registration is as shown the 
table I below. The EdD is expected to be a part-time course at Newer University yet at 
Older University students may enrol for an EdD on a full-time basis.
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Table I showing periods of registration
Minimum
F/T
MPhil/PhD
Maximum
F/T
MPhil/PhD
Minimum
P/T
MPhil/PhD
Maximum
P/T
MPhil/PhD
Minimum
EdD
Maximum
EdD
Older 33 48 48 60 36 60
Newer 33 60 45 72 48 72
The Actors
Across the two universities, I spoke with twenty-nine students of which 22 were 
registered for MPhil/ PhD and 7 for an EdD, and a total of eight academics, four 
operational academics (*) and five strategic level academics. At Newer University I 
spoke with 3 academics, for although originally I had planned to speak with 2 
strategic level and 2 operational level academics, as it transpired (*), one of the 
participant’s professional role incurred involvement with the school’s doctoral 
programme at both strategic and operational levels. I attempted to invite a further 
operational level academic to participate but was unable to do so, very largely because 
the school was undergoing a period of change at the time. Reflecting its more 
stratified hierarchy, I spoke with five academics at Older University, three of whom 
had strategic level responsibilities and two with operational involvement with the 
schools doctoral programme.
This first part of my methods chapter has introduced where I conducted my research 
and my considerations upon what constituted the most appropriate method, in the 
sense of general approach. The more specific aspects of method in the sense of tools 
used to elicit my ‘data’ are provided separately in part two entitled ‘A bricoleur and 
their tools’, the chapter that opens part III of this text. Part III is where I present 
perceptions from participants in the study (myself included). The justification for 
splitting my ‘methods’ chapter into two was that in doing so a) in addition to bringing 
coherence to the flow of the text it would also serve to gently reinforce the idea that 
specific methods or tools used to gamer ‘data’ have implications for presentation and 
analysis of research within the text and b) I was able to introduce the concept of a case 
study as being the study of a phenomenon in its real life context and then move
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straight into my review of the doctorate’s discursive context. It is to the discursive 
context of the doctorate as a source of perceptions, that the text now turns.
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Part II 
A discursive context: 
reviewing the relevant discourses.
On epistemology
According to academic tradition, one of the first chapters in a doctoral thesis is the 
literature review. A literature search and subsequent review is conducted in order to 
demonstrate not only the student’s depth of existing knowledge of the field but also gaps 
in the field that may fruitfully be explored and hopefully through ones research, filled 
(Hart, 1998). However according to Piatanida and Garman (1999:99), the idea of the 
review of the literature is dysfunctional as it fails to recognise that it is whole discourses 
as opposed to simply texts, that inform and construct our research. Piatanida and Garman 
further comment that, by referring to a single chapter as the review of the literature it 
implies that the literature review is a precursor to the study rather than an integral part of 
it. Furthermore as Agger (1996) comments, whilst literature reviews on the one hand may 
establish the justification for our research there is the danger that we unwittingly justify 
positivistic attitudes and practices which are inherent in the writing of an academic 
literature review. Therefore confining a review of the literature to one or two chapters and 
creating a distinction between literature and research or to put it another way, existing 
knowledge and experience, seems to reinforce the dualism between knower and known, 
writing and representation, that the majority of the academic discourse tends to reinforce. 
Yet according to Lather (1991), it is possible to think of ‘research as praxis’ through 
working to find ways of writing and conducting our research which not only espouse our 
methodological assumptions but also make explicit our challenge to dominant ways of 
knowing.
For me, one of the most difficult parts of writing this thesis has been finding ways in 
which to follow the advice of Lather (1991). Writing in the first person was my first step 
and my second step although only a small one is that I am using Piatanida and Garman’s 
suggestion and presenting my writing as a ‘review of relevant discourses’. In doing so I 
am actively acknowledging the power of discourse to both give a structure but also to 
constrain my writing. In my writing I use discourse as a theoretical concept to analyse
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how actions are interpreted and much of my analysis is based upon Foucault’s analysis of 
discourses as ‘sets of power relations’. Foucault (1972:80) defines discourse in three 
ways, firstly as ‘the general domain of all statements’; secondly as ‘an individualised 
group of statements’ and thirdly as ‘a regulated practice which accounts for a number of 
statements’. However as Kendall and Wickham (1999) confirm, referring to Foucault 
himself is not terribly helpful when attempting to explain how one is to actually use the 
concept of discourse in one’s writing. In addition as Mills (1997:8) notes, there are many 
other theorists who use the term discourse to ‘signify voice or a method of using words 
which presumes authority’ therefore as a concept, discourse can have many ‘meanings’. 
However, in order to provide the reader with my understanding of the concept of 
discourse, I offer the two quotations upon which I have based my understanding and 
usage of the concept of discourse within this thesis. Firstly the words of Macdonnell 
(1986:3) who writes, ‘A discourse as a particular area of language use may be identified 
by the institutions to which it relates and by the positions from which it comes and which 
it marks out for the speaker’. Macdonnell’s definition of discourse highlights the idea that 
discourses construct whereas the following definition by Mills (1997:11) highlights the 
way discourses constrain: Mills describes discourses as, ‘...being enacted within a social 
context, being determined by that social context and which contribute to the way that 
social context continues its existence’.
Following this understanding of discourse, academic writing conventions can be said to 
be a powerful discourse (Preece, 1998). Traditional academic writing reinforces the idea 
that the author is the authority and credibility rests on following the coded rules of 
academic writing, citing, date referencing, writing chapters under traditional headings. 
However, as doctoral students we can either accept the ‘literary norms of Empirical 
science’ as Agger (1996:115) refers to them or alternatively we can demonstrate our 
‘incredulity’ towards dominant writing practices seeing them as nothing other than one 
genre amongst others. For as Richardson (1990) reminds us, how we write matters and if 
our aim is to question the status quo then the practice of writing is never innocent. This is 
a view corroborated by Agger (ibid) who comments that, ‘Methodology tells a story in 
spite of itself. Therefore, how we position inquirers and discuss the influence of their
49
The idea o f the doctorate On epistemology
presence in the research process, according to West (1996), powerfully contributes to the 
overall sense of the text. Working from West’s assertion, in the next section I explore 
some of the discourses that construct the authority for the position taken by the inquirer in 
relation to the object of their knowledge. Not only is this question important regarding 
my own methodological writing but also it has the further relevance in that it is a 
discourse regarding the subject of my research, the doctorate as a degree awarded as the 
result of research. As a text this whole thesis is a deconstruction (and further re­
construction) of the discourses that construct the doctorate and the values ascribed to its 
role in contributing to the advancement of knowledge. In chapters five and six I discuss 
in more detail the methodological implications and external pressures placed upon the 
different processes through which doctoral knowledge is legitimated, in this chapter 
however, I focus on the concept of knowledge itself and what knowing ‘means’.
Theories as ideas or carriers of meaning
The idea that knowledge has many forms has long since been recognised by educational 
researchers (Ryle, 1949; Scheffler, 1965; Hirst, 1974; Houle 1984). Similarly, 
pedagogical issues or ideas that different forms of knowledge can be sought and used for 
different purposes, has contributed to the discourse of the ‘why’ of education or what 
knowing can produce (Illich, 1971; Freire, 1972; Giroux, 1991). Educational discourses 
are therefore wide and eclectic yet what they have in common is that they are all 
contingent upon underlying philosophical theories of knowledge. Furthermore the title of 
the award for which this thesis is submitted, is a doctor of philosophy therefore inclusion 
of the word philosophy in the title suggests that whilst I make no claim to be a 
philosopher it is appropriate that the discourses I review as relevant should include at 
least one of philosophy’s four main branches; epistemology; ethics; logic or metaphysics. 
My interest is in examining theories of knowledge and therefore using Schefflers’ 
definition of epistemology as the logical analysis of knowledge (1965:1) it seems 
appropriate to examine how knowledge has previously been defined through 
epistemological theory. However, prior to commencing my review of philosophical 
theories of knowledge the relevance of the different forms of knowledge discourses is
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also considered. It is relevant because within the literature and in practice, what 
differentiates the different forms of knowledge are the measures or criteria used to 
determine their ‘validity’ as ‘truth forms’. This again has methodological implications, 
which I will discuss in chapter six, but here it is sufficient to say that in this chapter I am 
referring to propositional knowledge (knowing that) or as posited by Ryle (1949) 
‘knowledge of true propositions’ as opposed to procedural or other forms of knowledge.
A little ontology -  or what can be known
As illustrated by my previous sentence, in this text rather than make any assumptions 
about the reader and their familiarity with the subject and also in order to make my 
thinking transparent and therefore accessible for others to judge the credibility of my 
thinking and writing, wherever possible I have tried to explain in simple terms the idea or 
ideas that I discuss. Therefore in this section I offer a very brief overview of the positions 
that have historically been portrayed in philosophical discourses in relation to knowledge, 
whilst in the next section I focus on how we assert our knowing. The source of the 
information in my overview was basic text books which included amongst others, 
Chalmers, 1978; Samp, 1993; Denzin and Lincoln, 1994; May, 1997.
Metaphysically, ways of thinking or basic sets of beliefs upon which research is based 
can be said to fall into four main paradigms which can be described as being either 
positivist, post-positivist, critical or constructivist. The basic assumptions underlying 
each approach are based upon varying degrees of acceptance of the idea that there can be 
truth, in the sense of universal truth. Positivism can be described as naïve realism, naïve 
in the sense of believing and never questioning the assumption that an objective reality 
exists which the research process will uncover. Whilst post-positivism is also based upon 
the assumption that an objective reality exists, it is a form of critical realism as opposed 
to naïve realism. The extent to which it is a form of critical inquiry only extends as far as 
questions regarding whether research can show with certainty that something is true. 
Critical theory is also a form of realism, but historical realism and as such it differs quite 
considerably from positivism and post-positivism. The basic assumption of critical theory
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being that whilst reality exists it is subjective not objective or fixed and as such all ideas 
are seen to be historically and contextually bound. It therefore follows that if reality is 
dependent upon time and place then no universal truths can exist. That it is a critical 
mode of theorising rests upon its aim to challenge those theories, discourses and practices 
which assert that their regime of truth is the only truth. Whereas the three paradigms so 
far described share in common the idea that a reality exists, the fourth the constructivist 
paradigm moves completely away from this belief. According to constructivist beliefs, 
everything is relative because reality does not exist other than as a construction. By 
extension multiple realities can be constructed or created and therefore knowledge claims 
can only ever exist relative to other knowledge claims. Whilst I would subscribe to that 
last point the constructivist paradigm appears, to me, to be too uncritical for it does not 
permit the inquirer to ask questions about the power issues that lie behind the 
constructions: not only those of the object of the inquiry but also those of the inquirer.
A little epistemology -  or how things may be known
The possible relationships that may exist between inquirers and that into which they 
inquire, the knower and the known or the subject and the object, are contingent upon the 
underlying assumptions of each paradigm. For example, if the belief is held that a 
universal truth exists then the identity of the inquirer is irrelevant. Conversely, if the 
belief is held that knowledge is historically and socially constructed then the identity of 
the researcher is relevant, in the sense that the prior knowledge and experiences that are 
brought to the research process will differ, according to the identity of an individual. 
Whilst examples of positivist research are rarely seen within contemporary educational 
research literature, evidence of the dualistic thinking associated with positivism still 
pervades much research.
A further consideration when attempting to review philosophy as a knowledge discourse 
that is relevant to my research, is that of the position the researcher chooses to adopt to 
measure or test their knowledge claim. This too is an epistemological question which has 
methodological implications. It is generally accepted that knowledge claims can be tested
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and therefore legitimated, in one of three main ways; rationally, empirically and 
pragmatically. My work utilises ideas from both post-structuralist and post-modern 
perspectives and as such I believe it has strong links with pragmatism. My discussion of 
pragmatism is therefore more detailed than that I provide for rationalism or empiricism 
which are included, but primarily as a tool to demonstrate my belief that a) many forms 
of truth exist and b) to make explicit the ideas and beliefs that I wish to reject or at least 
challenge the assumptions of, in my writing.
Whilst methodologically rationalism and empiricism represent quite polemically different 
interpretations of how truth or knowledge can be tested, what they have in common is the 
presupposition that if one follows legitimate processes, ways to test knowledge claims do 
exist. The vocabulary of both therefore include positivist references to the notions of 
‘validity’ and ‘reliability’. As a way of ‘doing philosophy’ a rationalist approach can be 
thought of as a mathematical model in that truths are established through the process of 
deduction. A problem is identified and then a hypothesis tested, each link in the deductive 
chain is made through intuition, i.e. thinking. As such it prioritises the Cartesian idea of 
the rational thinking man (Cogito ergo sum) for in this way of thinking the human subject 
is the source or centre of all knowledge. Following this ‘logic’ knowledge is said to be 
independent of experience, for a priori knowledge must already exist for this type of 
reasoning process to occur. This form of philosophy has a long and distinguished lineage 
in the West and incorporates a wide range of philosophers, such as Plato, Descartes and 
Kant.
The empirical approach also seeks to establish truths and propositions but posits that 
claims to truth must be tested through experience and/or experimentation. Once again 
from this perspective, a problem can be identified and a hypothesis tested but, in 
empirical inquiry the process of induction is relied upon. Whereby it follows that if 
through experience an event can be seen to occur in a particular case, if various ‘validity’ 
criteria are met, then it is legitimate to claim general propositions. (Actually few 
empiricists would state that all knowledge is based upon experience. The most notable 
exception being Locke and his concept of tabula rasa or the human mind as being a
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blank slate upon which all experience is imprinted). Whilst rationalism as a philosophical 
perspective has had a strong influence on continental thinking, Empiricism has tended to 
be dominated by British philosophers, with the most influence usually being ascribed to 
Locke, Berkeley and Hume. The distinction between the two perspectives is not actually 
as clear cut as my overview has so far suggested, for in practice there are further 
conceptual divisions within the two philosophical approaches which concern the nature of 
the knowledge that is sought and whether research can be wholly detached and objective. 
However, that is a tale for a ‘Philosopher’ to write! In section three I outlined the four 
main paradigms and whilst it is possible to conduct empirically based research within any 
of the paradigms the actual methods, as tools employed, will vary according to paradigm. 
Paradigmatic level differences tend to blur distinctions yet what these methodological 
level considerations can obfuscate, is that the level of authority attached to the researcher 
and their role in the research process is contingent upon both metaphysical and 
epistemological level assumptions. For example, if as a researcher I had believed in 
principle that a universal truth could exist, then if my research ‘discovered’ something 
that I believed to be true then it would have been appropriate for me to speak with the 
authority that is attached to the knowing centred subject. However, I do not believe that 
universal truths exist: therefore justifying my position and authority as researcher or that 
of any speaker, which in a wider sense includes the individuals who participated in my 
research plus those who contributed indirectly as authors whose papers I have read, is not 
so simply assured. Once the concept of the knowing subject or centred self is undermined 
then any subsequent use of research methodologies which place the researcher (or 
knower), in the role of a legitimate authority based upon either their thinking about, or 
experience of, a series of events or occurrences can be considered problematic. The 
assumptions of both rationalism and empiricism rely upon the centred subject however 
according to Rorty (1982), pragmatism can be used to overcome this epistemological 
problem.
A philosophical ‘third way’ - pragmatism
When writing about pragmatism I have made a point of referring directly to the primary 
sources, unlike in the third section where I noted my sources as various text books. I was
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able to access the original writings of Pierce, James and Dewey via JSTOR the American 
online archive. In the contemporary global context, which has been defined as being 
characterised by high speed information transfer and a collapse of the time and space 
divide (Scott, 1997; Skolnik, 1998; Giddens, 1999; Spender, 2000), I found it rather 
ironic that accessing books and papers written here in the UK is often problematic but 
that accessing texts written in the US almost a hundred years ago is relatively simple. 
This made me think of Houle (1984:208), and his remark that, “a quill pen can record as 
profound a philosophical truth as can a computerized word processor”. If this truism is 
inverted one may also note that a PC can record as profound a philosophical truth as a 
quill pen but that the difference lies in the potential that technology provides for 
disseminating and therefore keeping that knowledge alive and ‘vital’. As with all the 
ways of theorising knowledge that I have discussed so far, there is something more than 
theory itself and it concerns the relationship between ‘validity’ of knowledge and how 
readily it can be disseminated and how this in turn contributes to its practical use value or 
‘performativity’ (Lyotard, 1984). In chapter five I discuss the idea that propositional 
knowledge is no longer valued as highly as it once was within academe and that what is 
now becoming increasingly valued are forms of procedural knowledge (for example the 
large numbers of vocational Masters level courses on offer and the growing number of 
professional doctorates). That procedural knowledge cannot be theorised in the same 
ways as propositional knowledge does not necessarily suggest that knowledge is 
changing, rather it is how we theorise about knowledge that must inevitably change. I 
offer no further discussion at this stage however, the idea that knowledge gains its value 
according to its use is also an idea supported by pragmatism. As Rorty (1982) sees it, the 
potential for theorising from a pragmatic stance is that if the mores of science are rejected 
and new ways of theorising are developed, ways that are not built upon tradition and 
convention, then we become more open to the subtleties of the era in which our research 
is situated. Whilst Rorty views each disciplinary area as having its own unique 
contribution to make, he also encourages interdisciplinarity by recognising that no single 
discipline can provide all the answers. He takes this idea further to suggest that no one 
discipline or the conventions that are associated with it, should be allowed to dominate. 
According to Rorty (1982:39), a pragmatic approach,
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...views the arts as inquiries, on the same footing as scientific inquiries. Thus 
it sees ethics as neither more ‘relative’ or ‘subjective’ than scientific theory, 
nor as needing to be made ‘scientific’. Physics is a way of trying to cope with 
various bits of the universe; ethics is a matter of trying to cope with other bits. 
Mathematics helps physics do its job; literature and the arts help ethics do its.
Some of these inquiries come up with propositions, some with narratives, 
some with paintings.
Having proposed that we should consider all forms of human inquiry as of equal value, in 
his next sentence, looking to the future Rorty continues by commenting that, “The 
question of what propositions to assert, which pictures to look at, what narratives to listen 
to and comment on and retell, are all questions about what will help us get what we want 
(or about what we should want)”. It is this positive sense of opportunity that draws me to 
pragmatism. In my opening chapter I stated that our current global era, is characterised 
negatively by uncertainty and sense of loss, loss of identity and loss of any sense of 
direction yet pragmatism offers hope in the sense of what we can achieve. Whilst as an 
approach it has often been criticised as offering little because it is neither this nor that, 
being open to many possibilities I see this as a strength as opposed to weakness. For as 
Foucault wrote (1972:19) to forestall potential criticism of the eclectic nature of his work, 
" I am neither this nor that. It is not critical”. So perhaps the time has come to look again 
at pragmatism, for now we live in an age when ideas cannot be thought of in terms of 
black or white, dualistic thinking is being increasingly challenged, the world is not black 
or white, it is both black and white but also full of greys of every hue between. We live in 
a world that according to Agger (1991:117), reflects a “multiplicity of people’s subject 
positions”. Scheffler notes that pragmatism is constant about truth but less so about 
meaning as it relies heavily on metaphor within the abductive process so that possibly 
there is space for some idea of a pragmatic approach as permitting multiple realities.
Pragmatism is generally considered as having originated in the US and according to 
Dewey (1916:709) “the name as well as the idea was furnished by Mr Pierce”. As with 
my description of rationalism and empiricism this is only a brief overview and I am
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skimming over the differences between Dewey, James and Pierce, in order to give an 
indication of how I understand pragmatism as having contributed to contemporary 
thinking. Pragmatism can be considered a middle path between rationalism and 
empiricism in that it rejects neither experimentation nor reasoning. Dewey, (1916:715) 
describes both Pierce and James as realists based upon the statement by Pierce 
(1916:298) that “we may define the real as that whose characters are independent of what 
anybody may think them to be”. Or in Dewey’s words, (1916:711) “Pragmatism 
identifies meaning with formation of habit, or way of acting having the greatest 
generalisability possible. Since habits or ways of acting are just as real as particulars, it is 
committed to a belief in the reality of universals”.
The phrase ‘having the greatest generalisability possible’ could be said to also reflect 
Dewey’s ethical philosophy and therefore the idea of utility, which brought into a 
contemporary context makes an interesting comparison with performativity, or evidence 
based practice/research. In order to achieve the greatest generalisability possible neither 
reasoning nor experimentation are elevated above the other, or as Rorty (1982:40) 
describes it, ‘Pragmatism does not elevate science to the place of an idol’. For as Dewey 
(1916) explains
The scientific experimental method is, on the contrary, a trial of ideas; hence 
even when practically - or immediately - unsuccessful, it is intellectual, 
fruitful; for we learn from our failures when our endeavours are seriously 
thoughtful.
What pragmatism does reject however from the scientific method, is the dualism that is 
inherent in rationalism and empiricism. According to Dewey (1916 (a) ; Ch. 25, i)
All of these separations culminate in one between knowing and doing, theory 
and practice, between mind as the end and spirit of action and the body as its 
organ and means. We shall not repeat what has been said about the source of 
this dualism nor is it necessary to speak again of the educational evils which 
spring from the separation.
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It is pragmatism’s rejection of dualism that appeals to me. Pragmatism’s philosophical 
heritage leads back to Heidegger who was himself a follower of Fichte and Hegel and 
German Idealism. The phenomenological approach of Heidegger also influenced Mead 
(who was working at a similar time as Dewey and Pierce), to develop his theory of 
Symbolic Interactionism. At the time both perspectives were considered radical yet in the 
contemporary context with the exception of Fines (1993) who speculates a ‘glorious 
triumph’ for symbolic interactionism in the future and the notable exception of Rorty who 
views pragmatism positively, their theorising has been questioned as of being little 
contemporary use, being outmoded or at least superseded by other theories. Yet as I 
commented earlier in this section, the ways we use and access theories cannot be 
overlooked. Few would nowadays claim that progress is a linear continuum and so it 
seems to me that revisiting ‘older’ theories in the light of new experience, especially 
those theories based upon the simple idea of ‘what works’, is a purposeful step as 
opposed to simply a forwards step.
Believing in pragmatism
Rorty (1982:4) writes that in his opinion, “James and Dewey were not only waiting at the 
end of the dialectical road which analytic philosophy travelled, but are waiting at the end 
of the road which, for example, Foucault and Deleuze are currently travelling”. As such 
Rorty believes pragmatism is a theory with a future, and as Fines (1993) notes symbolic 
interactionism is a further ‘older’ theory which seems to be re-appearing in the literature. 
I discuss symbolic interactionism in chapter six where I try and demonstrate how my 
methodological assumptions are contingent upon thinking from symbolic interactionism 
and post-structuralism and how these may, in a post-modern era, be combined in a critical 
theoretical stance. However at this point, it is useful to note that both pragmatism and 
symbolic interactionism recognise the presence of the individual as the knowing subject 
but both perspectives recognise that, who the individual is and the context in which they 
are inquiring, ultimately influences the knowledge that is arrived at. Or as Dewey 
(1916:715) questioned,
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Do not a large part of our epistemological difficulties arrive from an attempt 
to define the ‘real’ as something given prior to reflective inquiry instead of 
that which reflective inquiry is forced to reach and to which when it is 
reached belief can cling?
In this simple passage Dewey demonstrates the priority that pragmatism accords to 
reflection, which in this study has been interpreted as reflexivity (Gouldner, 1972), but at 
the same time Dewey recognises that although each of us may consider that reflection 
leads to reality, the reality that we reach is nothing more than belief.
According to Rorty (1982:5) what ties Dewey and Foucault, James and Nietzsche 
together
is the sense that there is nothing deep down inside us except what we have put 
there ourselves, no criterion that we have not created in the course of creating 
a practice, no standard of Rationality that is not an appeal to such a criterion, 
no rigorous argumentation that is not obedience to our own conventions.
What Rorty is attempting, is to preserve liberal social thought but without the scaffolding 
of universalism. I would suggest that this is a useful position to be starting from when 
considering two of the central discourses discussed in this thesis, the issue of self-identity 
and the issue of what students bring to their doctoral studies in terms of prior experience 
and therefore expectations for the doctoral process.
Who am I?
This text is neither written by a philosopher nor does it contain any substantive 
philosophical theorising. That it includes no Philosophy with a capital P is based upon the 
assertion by Rorty (1982) that in the postmodern era, the Plato-Kant canon can no longer 
be relied upon to provide insight to the question of what is knowledge? The suggestion 
that we only have philosophy with a lower case p signifies that as a discourse or 
vocabulary that can be used to construct ideas about a subject, philosophy as a discipline 
is nothing more than one narrative amongst many. However, some of the most 
fundamental and enduring questions, that we as individuals can ever ask, revolve around
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ideas such as; Who am I? What do I believe? What do I know? These questions have 
direct relevance to my research for they are themselves related to the wider discourse of 
what constitutes knowledge. The relationship between knowledge and knowledge of self 
is a close one for as Kelly (1995:72) acknowledges, “We are constituted by the 
knowledge we are exposed to, we are in many ways creations of the products of that 
knowledge”. The reason I find Kelly interesting is that when discussing this relationship 
he confirms the idea that identity is a discursive construct but continues (ibid) to warn 
that, “we can be manipulated by those who wield the power to control the discourse”. 
Following this line of thinking what we believe, and therefore in practice what we 
research and write, is dictated by the discourse but by extension so too are the ways in 
which we conceive of and hence represent ourselves. Bauman (2001:152), has likened 
this aspect of identity to a prism in that all areas of life can be spotted within its spectrum. 
According to Porter (1995), different historical contexts have generated different notions 
of identity in the search for self, or self-fulfilment. How we script our self is therefore 
said to reflect the Zeitgeist of each era, Zeitgeist in the sense of dominant discourse of an 
era. Porter (1995:8) describes this history of the writing of the self as an odyssey, 
“beginning with Renaissance (Humanism) autobiography and culminating, it thus 
appears, in existential angst, the finest hour of subjective individualism”.
On certainty and uncertainty
According to Porter (1995:4), since the 17th century and the influence of Cartesian 
thinking whereby, “my own consciousness is the one thing of which I can be sure and 
hence the one fixed Archimedean point in the universe”, subsequent ways of theorising 
identity tend to be based upon the presumption that a real inner self exists. That 
presumptions can only ever be beliefs is problematic, for example Dewey (1906:124) 
stated that, “belief itself is not a genuine ingredient of reality” and as Porter commented 
when Freud ‘discovered’ the unconscious, his theorising further developed the idea that 
belief is not necessarily real in the sense of something which we can be certain of.
60
The idea of the doctorate On epistemology
The notion of certainty concerns being sure, yet according to Wittgenstein (1969), 
certainty does not necessarily involve knowing, it may be a case of being certain of one’s 
beliefs or of believing that ‘something’ is true or correct. The concept of certainty can 
therefore be said to involve ideas about truth and doubt. However, what constitutes 
certainty or ‘truth’ varies, depending upon whether one is referring to believing or 
knowing, for as Scheffler (1965:25) notes; “Believing that, has a purely psychological 
reference, requiring only some appropriate state of mind, knowing that, does not, in 
general, have purely psychological reference, for it also makes independent reference to 
an appropriate state of the world”. Following this line of thinking, what differentiates 
belief from knowledge is reference to ‘an appropriate state of the world’. In Scheffler’s 
schema, knowledge is elevated above belief in that it requires additional ‘validity’ criteria 
to be met but by extension this reference to ideas and concepts external to the individual 
implies that subjectivity is of a lower order than objectivity. This dualism could be 
considered as being contingent upon the Enlightenment idea that science and faith 
(belief) are separate entities. Although lengthy I have included the following quotation 
because it not only offers an explanation of how this dualism arose but Dewey 
(1906:121) also continues by giving his interpretation of the effects of this dualism. 
“Between science and faith, thus conceived, a bargain was struck. Hands off; 
each to his own, was the compact; the natural world to intelligence, the moral 
to the world of belief. In scientific detail, knowledge encroached upon the 
historic traditions and opinions with which the moral life had identified itself.
It made history as natural, as much its spoil, as physical nature. Knowledge, 
in its general theory, as philosophy, went the same way. It was committed to 
the old notion: the absolutely real is the object of knowledge and hence 
something is universal and impersonal. So whether by the road of 
sensationalism or rationalism, by the path of mechanicalisation or objective 
realism, it came about that concrete selves, specific feeling and willing 
beings, were relegated with the beliefs in which they declare themselves unto 
the phenomenal”
Ten years later Dewey (1916a: 129), was still working to overcome the falsity of the 
subjective-objective divide by writing that, “The natural attitude of man is believing, the
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philosophers, after some struggle have only reasons for believing”. Although written 
almost a century ago, the conditions which Dewey describes as determining how we 
construct our sense of selves, and the problems that face us when attempting to theorise 
identity without falling into this trap, seem as relevant today as when originally written. 
The trap I refer to is the metaphor contained in the belief that ‘man is the author of his 
own destiny’ (Porter 1995:5) which tends to remain in most biographical writing, for 
whilst the metaphor suggests the idea of journeying and liberal notions of self­
development, in addition it reinforces the notion of inevitable progress.
In the next section I shall discuss the idea that in a global era any attempt to approach the 
conceptualisation and recording of identity based simply on a linear model is 
problematic. For if writing about identity reflects contemporary Zeitgeists, then theories 
of identity that we develop now should reflect the sense of uncertainty that globalisation 
instils. This is beginning to happen and according to Porter (1995:11), deconstructionists 
in decentring the subject have succeeded in posing a huge challenge to the idea of an 
inner sense of personal identity. According to Peters (1999), it was Nietzsche's critique of 
truth, and his attention to questions of style in philosophical discourse that became central 
motifs for the poststructuralists. (At this point I feel it is necessary to comment that whilst 
I have referred to poststructuralism here I have not included a detailed analysis as this 
will be provided in chapter six where I discuss methodological issues. I do however 
discuss postmodernism in a section below). Whilst poststructuralism and postmodernism 
share in common a critical stance with regard to positivism and deterministic thinking, in 
this chapter I have been reviewing discourses relevant to my thesis, relevant in the sense 
of influencing what and how I may write in my thesis. In this interpretation 
poststructuralism is a methodological issue yet whilst postmodernism is also a 
methodological issue, as Barnett (2000:321) notes, “Postmodernism can certainly be 
resisted and even repudiated, Postmodemity seeps into our lives like it or not”.
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The postmodern era
How knowledge is defined is both culturally and politically contingent and therefore my 
belief is that globalising tendencies provide the suitable context for the discourses of 
postmodemity and postmodernism to be considered relevant discourses to be reviewed. 
Bauman (1988:222) also believes that we need to make clear the distinction between 
postmodernism and Postmodemity, for whilst we may live in an era of Postmodemity, 
“one does not need to become a postmodernist to accept some of the insights regarding 
the changing times through which we are living”. Best and Kellner (1997) introduce a 
third term, ‘postmodern knowledge’ as a critique of modem epistemology however, 
within the limitations of this chapter whilst I acknowledge the concept of postmodern 
knowledge, I shall not even attempt to include it in my discussion here, other than to 
claim that, taken at its broadest definition, this piece of writing is postmodern knowledge! 
Bauman (2001) suggests that as an era, postmodemity is characterised by change. I would 
further suggest that both postmodemity and postmodernism are characterised by change. 
According to Barnett (2000:320)
Postmodernism as a philosophical concept is a set of views that seeks to 
undermine certain philosophical categories about knowledge, truth and 
identity. Post-modernity on the other hand reflects a set of Empirical claims 
about the character of the contemporary world, claims that are connected with 
features such as globalisation, the compression of time and space, the rise of 
computer-based forms of communication, breaking down the demarcation 
between social institutions, the rise of individualism and the so-called risk 
society.
Barnett has made the distinction between postmodernism being a cultural concept and 
postmodemity being a social concept. My understanding of Barnett’s distinction between 
the cultural and the social is based on Samp’s (1993:131) interpretation of 
postmodernism as originally emerging as an aesthetic movement in the arts, one that 
grew out of rejection of classicism. Lyotard (1984:3) cited in Roberts (1998), makes the 
distinction between societies and cultures more explicit when he writes that, “the status of 
knowledge is altered as societies enter what is known as the post-industrial age and 
cultures enter what is known as the postmodern age”. This too appears to suggest that
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postmodemity is a social phenomenon based on political and economic values as opposed 
to aesthetic or culturally based values. Although Habermas is often considered as one of 
the main contemporary defenders of modernism he does not actually repudiate 
postmodemity and using Lyotard’s distinction between societies and cultures it becomes 
easier to appreciate Habermas’ contention (1987) that the post in post-modemity does not 
imply a break with modernity but that post-modemity is itself a condition of modernity. 
Lyotard, when introducing the ‘Postmodern Condition’ (1984:xii), expressly stated that, 
“I have said and will say again the Postmodern, signifies not the end of modernism but 
another relation to modernism”. The modernist philosophical tenet is based upon the 
belief that knowledge is universal with transcendental foundations. Therefore, inherent 
within this principle is the notion of an essential human nature being present in every 
individual (Barrett, 1991). Furthermore, according to Kelly (1995:74), every individual 
possesses “a worth in their own right, as being an end in themselves”. This unified and 
moral human nature is confirmed by Usher et al (1997:13), who write that, “In modernity, 
the generation and dissemination of knowledge is justified in relation to the grand 
narratives and in terms of its contribution to the pursuit of truth, liberty and betterment of 
humanity”. However, ideas surrounding betterment or individual progress in the sense of 
self-development are at the root of Adam Smith’s Classical Liberalism based upon the 
belief in the rights of the individual being prior to those of the state therefore it is at this 
level of political ideology that postmodemity is linked to modernity. According to 
Kellner (2000:4), the expansion of the capitalist system and relations of production 
continues to be one of the defining features of our present global moment.
The challenge of postmodernism
In common with poststructuralism, postmodernism as a philosophical approach seeks to 
replace the universal and deterministic assumptions of positivism with the idea that the 
only legitimate forms of knowledge are those which are ad hoc, contextual, plural and 
limited (Hartsock, 1983; Agger, 1996). If this is taken to imply that knowledge is 
changeable and contextual, then the claim by Usher et al (1997) that, ‘postmodernism is 
neither a total rejection nor refutation of modernism’ is important because it recognises
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truth claims to be both socially and culturally constructed. However, postmodernism has 
been criticised for its failure to explain the link between ‘structure’ and ‘agency’ and 
Samp (1993) comments on the omission in Lyotard’s writing of any “critique of relations 
of dominance and subordination”. Foucault (1976) recognised the concept of domination 
when he emphasised the need to examine the power relations within social structures but 
he offers no explanation as to how individuals make sense of their social situation/action. 
By contrast Bourdieu (1993), does address the link between structure and agency in his 
work on the notion of ‘habitus’. However, the notion of habitus, unlike Durkheim’s 
‘collective consciousness’, cannot address how people conceive of something as being 
‘desirable’, in either a postmodern sense or a moral sense. Lyotard (1984), stated that, 
“the grand narrative has lost its credibility, regardless of what mode of unification it uses, 
regardless of whether it is a speculative narrative or a narrative of emancipation”. The 
postmodern rejection of narratives of emancipation implies that equality, freedom and 
liberty become irrelevant essentialist concepts.
Lemert (1993), discussing the modernism/postmodernism dichotomy says, “choosing 
between the two alternatives is mostly a matter of taste... pick the one that appeals to 
your sensibilities”. I don’t think that I would be alone in feeling that Lemert’s dismissal 
of the differences between modernism and postmodernism is somewhat naïve. 
According to Huyssen (1990), postmodernism is a historical and political ideology 
“operating in a field of tension between tradition and innovation” which Habermas 
(1968), sees as representing “neo-conservative strategies to regain cultural hegemony and 
to wipe out the effect of the 1960s in political and cultural life”. Habermas firmly 
believes that the modem should be defended by further developing critical forms of 
analysis and writes that, “objectivism is eliminated not through the power of renewed 
theoria but through demonstrating what it conceals: the connection of knowledge and 
interest” (ibid:415). If at the cultural level, postmodernism is a ludic or playful 
repudiation of the modem (Usher et al, 1997), at a political level it represents an attack on 
Marxism, which Habermas (1968), sees as exigent in its “neo-conservative emphasis on 
freedom of the individual being dependent on freedom of the market”. Postmodernism 
has been influential in all areas of academe, not only in literary criticism and the social
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sciences but in its challenge to all disciplines to question the foundations of their 
knowledge. However, the postmodern rejection of Marxism, has been heavily criticised 
from within education as a discipline, for example see Kelly (1995) & Alheit (1999). 
Postmodernism explicitly affects education as theories of knowledge increasingly come 
to be linked to political movements, yet as Samp contends (1993:183), “education is 
closely linked to the notion of a change of consciousness, gaining a wider, deeper 
understanding of the world which represents a change for the better” and so therefore, the 
concept of education is firmly rooted in the modem!
According to Bourdieu (1993), education is a form of cultural capital and as with any 
form of capital the greater the amount of capital an individual possesses, the greater the 
power to determine their own position. Yet as Usher et al (1997) acknowledge, individual 
and group identity are reinforced through political and cultural ideology therefore, if 
capitalism and by extension patriarchy are inextricably linked to postmodernism, it is 
seen by many feminists as highly problematic (Nicholson, 1990; Kelly, 1995). In 
particular Hartsock, (1983) and Bordo (1990), are wary of postmodernism, seeing it’s 
‘gender scepticism’ as a slippery slope to relativism in which according to Di Stephano 
(1990), it becomes impossible to “systematically document or privilege any particular 
form of difference or identity against the hegemonic mainstream”. Di Stephano therefore 
questions whether postmodernism is a theory whose time has come for men but not for 
women.
Although after having previously made a distinction between the two, I find it almost 
redundant to distinguish between them in that both poststructuralism and postmodernism 
seek to undermine modem ways of knowing. I consider Foucault and the other 
deconstructionists as poststructuralists because of their work towards de-centring the 
subject. I have not yet (in my own mind) been able to make the distinction between 
‘Postmodern Knowledge’ (Kellner) and Postmodern philosophy and therefore I refer to 
Foucault and other deconstructionists as contributing to postmodern knowledge, based on 
the understanding provided by Kellner (2000) that.
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To ‘deconstruct’ is not the same as to destroy. Deconstruction attempts to 
undo logical contradictions, to overturn rigid conceptual oppositions while 
releasing new concepts and meanings that could not be included in the old 
system.
This appears to me, to be the aim of all writing from a critical stance -  to question the 
status quo. According to Kellner the idea that, “theorizing the connections between 
knowledge, truth, and power, such as emerged in the domain of the human sciences and 
are bound up with constitution of individuals as distinct kinds of subjects”, is a form of 
postmodern knowledge. All I can say is, that I believe we should take a critical stance, 
whether postmodern or poststructuralist, for critical analyses whether of political belief 
systems or moral/ethical belief systems, provide the means to analyse why the concepts 
of autonomy, freedom and identity continue to appeal to societies. The problem however, 
is as Samp (1993:168) notes that, “Postmodernist thought has undermined the 
epistemological distinction between truth and falsehood and in doing so it has placed 
ethical issues beyond reach of argument or responsible debate, leading to moral and 
political nihilism”. Following this line of argument it would lead to a society that could 
have no unified conscious and therefore by extension no universal knowledge could exist. 
Once again we appear to be left in a situation in which “all that’s solid melts into air” 
(Marx and Engels, 1848).
So again I find myself coming back to the idea that what characterises our present era is 
change and uncertainty, a sense of not knowing and of being unsure of those beliefs upon 
which we base our life decisions. Yet according to Curry (1997:1) in the contemporary 
economic era ‘knowledge and information are of crucial importance in the creation of 
value’. Therefore questions of what do I know? and what value does the knowledge that I 
have possess?, become increasingly more pertinent. The doctorate has traditionally been 
defined as a contribution to knowledge however, if the social conditions in which 
knowledge is to be analysed are in flux, then this has direct implications for how we 
should perceive the doctorate and of how we should assess its value. A further point is 
that if the world in which we live and therefore the context in which our ideas are formed 
is changing, then the legitimacy of the ways in which we make sense or meaning must
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also be changing. In section headed ‘Who am I?’, I discussed Porter’s analysis of the idea 
that how we script our sense of self through biography can be seen to reflect the dominant 
cultural attitudes and philosophical belief systems as, discourses of the time. Therefore if 
we live in a time where the dominant cultural attitudes are being undermined by the 
challenge of postmodernism then we must be prepared to look in new ways at who we 
are, not as Narcissus did by vainly staring into the moonlit pool but critically and 
reflexively ask anew the questions, who am I? and what do I believe or know?
Any discussion of what constitutes valid knowledge must also acknowledge the 
postmodern idea that in a knowledge economy, changes to the production of knowledge 
are now accompanied by the idea that education is no more exempt from the 
commodification of goods discourse than any other area of production (Cowen, 1996; 
Skolnik, 1998). However, if values attached to the production of knowledge are 
changing, then possibly there should be, as Roberts (1998:4) proposes, “a corresponding 
reorientation in the process of research”. For according to Brew (2001) and Shain and 
Ozga (2001), how we view knowledge has profound implications not only for how we 
conduct our research, but into what we conduct our research and what methodological 
approaches are justifiable in relation to the subject matter or substantive content of our 
research.
If a postmodern stance was accepted, it would suggest that reorientation of the doctorate, 
as a research process, is necessary. However, whilst postmodern analyses of higher 
education in general, are plentiful in the literature, (Bauman, 1988; Giroux 1991; Scott, 
1997; Usher et al 1997; Garrick 1998; Tierney, 2001), postmodern literature, which 
focuses specifically on the doctorate, is not. One explanation for this might be that unlike 
taught courses in which an award is made when the candidate has demonstrated the 
required level of understanding of a subject, the doctorate, in its unique position in the 
educational hierarchy, is awarded as a result of its contribution to knowledge. Whereas 
taught programmes are passive, in the sense that the learner must attain a predetermined 
level, the doctorate rewards active contribution to knowledge with the element of 
assessment being that for a thesis to be accepted, it must demonstrate original critical
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thought, underpinned by rigorous methodological competency. Whilst the research 
process of a doctorate appears an appropriate phenomenon to be critiqued from a 
postmodern stance, the concept of the doctorate is problematic, in that being one of the 
university’s highest rewards it celebrates an ‘intellectual ordering of the world’ (Cowen, 
1996; Boumer, 1999) and as such its discursive construction is very much an 
Enlightenment concept. Therefore I argue that whilst a postmodern analysis of the 
doctorate would not be possible without totally re-conceptualising the doctorate, the 
influence of postmodern thinking upon the discourses that directly structure the doctorate, 
is relevant to research on the phenomenon of the doctorate.
In this chapter, I address the question who am I? by discussing the discursive formation 
of the notion of self identity. I also examine how philosophy as a discourse has defined 
the ways in which it is legitimate to formulate the notion of self and how in turn this 
impacts upon our research and writing practices. In chapter one however, I addressed the 
question: Who am I ? at a very practical level by introducing myself as the author and 
providing the reader with a biographical account of who I am and how I arrived at my 
research questions. I concluded the first chapter by discussing the context in which I 
raised my questions. I described the context as being one of a new global order in which 
the literature of the globalisation discourse projects the impression of uncertainty about 
both the present and the future and that this uncertainty is not perceived of as positive and 
challenging, but negatively for it appears to be underpinned by feelings of loss, in 
particular, loss of the familiar and secure.
The ‘familiar’ that this thesis focuses on, is the university as a part of the higher 
education system. As Aldrich (1982) has pointed out, whilst the higher in higher 
education may and has been interpreted in a variety of ways, that it is a social institution 
where tradition has been used to reinforce and uphold certain sets of beliefs and values, is 
rarely contested (Leavis, 1943; Jaspers, 1965; Minogue, 1973; Bourdieu and Passeron, 
1997). Chapter four that follows, is my discussion of the history of the university and the 
development of traditional academic values. This too is an important part of the PhD 
story, for as I will discuss in chapter five, how the university is defined determines where
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the boundaries are drawn around what constitutes valid knowledge and who may 
legitimately claim to possess that knowledge. In our contemporary context who claims to 
possess legitimate knowledge is closely linked to notions of identity, for there is a 
growing idea that whereas once employment status was used to define identity this is no 
longer the case. For as employment patterns change so people may have quite different 
types of jobs in their career and this requires them to re-train or become re-educated in 
order that their skills and knowledge become more marketable. As a result of this 
‘credentialism’ (Fuller and Unwin, 1999), the qualifications possessed have come to 
symbolise the worth or exchange value of the knowledge that an individual possesses. 
Therefore, it is no longer what job an individual does that defines their identity but what 
level o f skills an individual has been credited with, which becomes the currency used to 
determine an individual’s position in society. However according to Bauman (2001:144), 
in our contemporary risk society, whilst identity is still socially produced, we have 
arrived at the situation whereby we as individuals now have the responsibility of 
choosing for ourselves which identity to seek.
I conclude this chapter by suggesting that the challenge presented by postmodernism as to 
what constitutes valid knowledge can be thought of as symptomatic of the contemporary 
global era of postmodemity. That whilst many discourses construct the doctorate, and are 
discussed in various chapters, what I intended by writing this chapter was to make 
explicit my belief that the discourses we may consider relevant are themselves all 
contingent upon the discourse of how we define knowledge. The link between 
philosophy, knowledge and sense of identity is neither new nor unique to the present time 
however what is new, in the new global order where risk and uncertainty challenge our 
previously held assumptions, is that how we define our sense of self and what tools we 
use to do so, is also critical. For according to Bauman (2001:152),
The identification wars are neither contrary to nor stand in the way of the 
Globalising tendency: they are a legitimate offspring and natural companion 
of globalisation, and far from arresting it, lubricate its wheels.
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Postscript
There is so much more that could be written on the philosophy of human inquiry but as a 
chapter of a text reviewing discourses relevant to my research these offerings are all that 
the discourse of ‘doctoral thesis writing’ permits me - if I am to include other chapters 
that is. However the relevance of the concept of human inquiry in relation to the 
doctorate in terms of the criteria of originality and criticality within a thesis, are 
discussed further. However, by way of ‘apology’ if my understanding of (T)heoretical 
issues with a capital T seems naïve I include the following excerpt from a lecture by 
Kellner (2000) — it offered me some solace and courage when writing.
We need new sketches of society and culture, and part of the postmodern 
adventure is sailing forth into new domains without complete maps, or with 
maps that are fragmentary and tom.
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This thesis examines perceptions of the doctorate. However, in order to more fully 
understand from where these perceptions may have stemmed, it is necessary to review 
discourses surrounding whom at different times and in different places, has had access 
to the doctorate and therefore perceptions surrounding what constitutes a suitably 
qualified candidate for the conferment of a doctorate. To do this requires locating the 
doctorate within the context of the university for I suggest that the identity of the 
doctorate as a phenomenon, is contingent upon retention of the ‘idea’ of the 
university. However before placing the doctorate in the context of the contemporary 
university I review Newman’s (1852) claim that it is possible to speak of an ‘idea of 
the university’. Therefore in this chapter I review the discourse of the development of 
the ‘idea’ of the university by taking a backwards glance to its history whilst in the 
chapter that follows, my discussion continues by asking whether it is possible to claim 
that an idea of the university still exists today, and if so under what conditions is it 
expressed.
Ultimately the university’s ability to meet its ideals, expressed in the three missions, is 
contingent upon the level of freedom and power that the state (taken here to represent 
the government, its funding agencies and the consumers of higher education) is 
prepared to accept is necessary. The three missions are generally agreed upon as 
being, the advancement of knowledge, service beyond the university itself and student 
development or the advancement of the students (Boumer, 2001). Well known 
interpretations of the three missions include amongst others, Leavis, (1943) Habermas 
(1971) and Barnett, (1990) yet as with any interpretation, each is representative of a 
specific educational or philosophical approach that is very firmly directed towards a 
specific point in time. This chapter looks to the past and explores a) why the 
university places such a high value on the concept of academic freedom and b) how 
the university’s desire to protect this freedom from external influence continues to 
shape what is understood by ‘the idea’ of the university. Ultimately this has major
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implications for how the doctorate is perceived and its potential to contribute to the 
fulfilment of the missions of the university.
How the university and subsequently the doctorate is defined, is contingent upon its 
relationship with the state yet, as this chapter will demonstrate, over time the balance 
of power in this relationship has changed and is still changing. The history of the 
university is long and whilst a conventional chronology of events is included in the 
appendix pages 15-25, this chapter being just one section of a doctoral thesis cannot 
fully review the long history and powerful traditions associated with the idea of the 
university. I therefore refer the reader to the finely detailed telling of this story by 
others such as Peterson (1952), Aldrich, (1982) and Simpson, (1987) whose work 
along with details accessed via the Oxford and Cambridge web sites served as the 
source of the historical ‘facts’ I have included. This chapter is presented in headed 
sections, each reviewing a ‘distinct’ discourse and where appropriate I write 
chronologically within each section. However, historically there are overlaps in both 
the timing of events and the issues surrounding them.
The idea of the university
According to Shils (1996:102), “The dignity of an institution is enhanced by its 
provision for the training of postgraduate students, in particular its PhD programme”. 
I wish to go further than Shils and suggest, that as a result of the uncertainty in the 
contemporary UK higher education context, that for many the doctorate adds more 
than dignity to an institution for, as a phenomenon, it has come to represent the 
essence of the traditional idea of the university. The essence of the doctorate, in all its 
forms, is based upon the notions of academic freedom which Johnson et al, 
(2000:137) refer to as, “the paradoxical nature of the processes of producing the 
autonomous scholar self that is seen as the goal of doctoral education”. Yet even by 
referring to the essence of a university, implies that the university as a concept can be 
readily defined. Since Newman first wrote ‘The Idea of the University’ (1852), many 
notable attempts to define ‘the idea’ of the university have followed, for example, 
Leavis (1943), Jaspers (1960), Minogue (1973) and Barnett (1990). Yet in reality, as 
Kerr (1963) noted with the term ‘multiversity’, the diversity of the institutions that are 
called universities, each with their distinct missions and the competing ideologies 
surrounding the purpose of the university, makes any suggestion that consensus at a
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national level let alone an international level regarding ‘the idea’ appear less a vision 
but instead more of a myth. Moreover, one whose legendary status revolves around 
maintenance of the concepts of academic autonomy or the right of govemmentality 
within individual institutions and the concept of academic freedom both at an 
institutional and individual level. Together these two concepts embrace ‘the idea’ of 
the university yet whilst academic autonomy and its sibling academic freedom remain 
pivotal to understanding the relationship between the university and the state, as 
Altbach (2001:13) notes, “the topics are not high on the international agenda and are 
rarely discussed at academic conferences”.
At various points over the history of the university the dominance of one of the 
missions over the other two can be seen as having shifted and with each shift in 
emphasis, so the university has been ‘forced’ to redefine itself. Whilst according to 
Jaspers’ interpretation (1960:54), the university’s three tasks are “research and the 
transmission of learning (teaching) and the transmission of culture”, Jaspers continues 
the sentence by commenting that “(w)hilst all three are factors of a living whole. By 
isolating them the spirit of the university perishes”. Now at the beginning of the 21st 
century the university is said to be in a state of crisis: possibly this crisis is a signal 
that the missions of the university are once again due for re-negotiation. If as 
according to Scott (1997) or Delanty (2001) in a postmodern era, or as Barnett (2000) 
describes, an age of supercomplexity, the traditional ‘idea’ or spirit of the university is 
no longer realisable, then subsequently ideas concerning the appropriateness of the 
missions of the university are challengeable and therefore perceptions surrounding the 
‘idea of the PhD’ should be examined. For example, according to Boumer et al 
(2001), all the time the dominant mission of the university was the advancement of 
knowledge, it was appropriate that its highest qualification, the doctorate being 
defined by its contribution to original knowledge, realised this mission. However, if 
all three missions together contribute to the idea of the university, then this has major 
implications for how the PhD and the newer professional doctorates are perceived.
A degree of difference
It would be a misleading to claim that the PhD has a history which would not permit it 
to be accommodated into any change in the dominant mission of the university. For 
whilst the title ‘doctor’ has existed since the medieval foundings of the university in
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the form of the DLitt and later the DSc, as awards they are not directly comparable 
with the PhD, either now or in their past. Until the introduction of the PhD the 
emphasis was not on them being higher doctorates but being higher degrees. This 
distinction is important, for it still remains that the highest programme o f study that a 
student may register for  is a doctorate: fees are paid and the student is a consumer. By 
contrast a higher doctorate incurs no fees as no programme of study is registered for. 
Candidates are invited to submit their work - they are neither students nor consumers. 
Award of a higher doctorate is made in recognition of an outstanding contribution to 
knowledge. Retention of this distinction between doctorates and higher doctorates 
enables the university to assert its power to determine what constitutes the most 
valuable knowledge but also who should have the right to win that accolade.
Until the late 19th century the English degree hierarchy consisted only of the MA and 
the two higher degrees. The PhD only finally arrived in England in 1918 in 
conjunction with the establishment of the Committee of Vice-Chancellors and 
Principals (now Universities UK). Whilst the idea that the PhD has a long history in 
the university is prevalent, I suggest that this belief comes from the university’s habit 
of tradition building in order to protect itself from change. For example as Boumer 
(2001) notes, the word traditional regularly appears in the literature discussing the 
doctorate. Therefore even before starting to introduce the reader to the relatively short 
time span of the traditions associated with the doctorate I reflect briefly upon what 
implications referring to the PhD as being traditional may have for how we 
understand its history. The following is an excerpt from the third lecture given by 
Anthony Giddens in the 1999 series of the Reith Lectures entitled ‘Runaway World’. 
Giddens’ words are offered verbatim for although he was speaking in very general 
terms about tradition, they are highly illustrative of how tradition has been used in 
defining the doctorate and its relationship to higher education.
It is simply wrong to suppose that for a given set of symbols or practices 
to be traditional, they must have existed for centuries. The Christmas 
address by the Queen, which is broadcast every year in Britain, has 
become a tradition. Yet it only started in 1932. Endurance over time is not 
the key defining feature of tradition. The distinguishing characteristics of 
tradition are ritual and repetition. Traditions are always properties of 
groups, communities or collectivities. What is distinctive about tradition is
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that it defines a kind of truth. For someone following a traditional 
practice, questions don't have to be asked about alternatives. However 
much it may change, tradition provides a framework for action that can go 
largely unquestioned. Traditions usually have guardians - wise men, 
priests, sages -  but guardians are not the same as experts. They get their 
position and power from the fact that only they are capable of interpreting 
tradition's ritual truth. Only they can decipher the real meanings of the 
sacred texts or the other symbols involved in the communal rituals.
As the quotation above demonstrates, history and tradition are not one and the same, 
yet whilst the maintenance of tradition has played a powerful part in the history of the 
university, most accounts appear to overlook this. Perhaps it is because with a 
thousand years of history here in the UK there is so much to write about the university 
and therefore traditions are only described as opposed to analysed. Or, perhaps it is 
because those who do write about traditions are the guardians of academe those, who 
according to Giddens, get their position and power from the fact that only they are 
capable of interpreting tradition's ritual truth. If this is taken to mean the ‘will to 
truth’, then Foucault (1981:54) cited by Mills (1997:66), is useful when he writes that, 
“the will to truth imposed on the knowing subject a certain position, a certain gaze 
and a certain function, to see rather than read, to verify rather than make 
commentaries on”. In writing about the history of the university my intention is not to 
verify but make commentary on the history of the development of the ‘idea’ of the 
university. In doing so I examine some of the historical events, which utilising 
Foucault (1980) could be said to be contingencies upon which perceptions 
surrounding the idea of the PhD and the concept of academic freedom have been 
constructed.
Differing forms of early higher education
Although quite a number of colleges existed in England from the mid thirteen 
hundreds, including those at Salisbury, Northampton and Stamford, Edward Ill’s 
Declaration of Intent that Oxford and Cambridge should be ‘the only universities in 
the kingdom’, signalled an early intervention by the state in defining the university: 
one primarily concerned with controlling the shape and size of university provision. 
The traditional relationship between the university and the state is described by 
Shattock (1996), as a ‘mutually supportive relationship’. However, when state
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intervention has encroached on curricular matters the university finds the altered 
power balance in the relationship that ensues to be less symbiotic and turns to 
tradition to protect its right to determine what constitutes valid knowledge. One such 
tradition is the idea that the university is the home of higher education, yet the 
university has not really at any point in time throughout its history been the sole or 
even major provider of higher education. What the university has been however, is the 
major provider of higher education that meets the needs of society as determined by 
the state. When making this claim I refer to state as including the monarchy as prior to 
the civil war the monarchy was the state and even though The Act of Uniformity in 
1662 was a public or state Act, it involved the monarchy, then Charles II, as it was 
through this legislation that The Royal Charter was instigated.
Records show the presence of groups of scholars at Oxford from as early as 1096 yet 
the existence of buildings known to be colleges was not until the late thirteenth 
century with the founding of University, Merton and Balliol Colleges. The date of 
foundation of Peterhouse College the first building at Cambridge was 1284, yet it is 
known that as a result of the tension between ‘town and gown’, riots had broken out in 
Oxford and a group of the scholars who fled had settled in Cambridge in 1209. 
Although closely associated with the church, the subjects studied and the education 
received were not exclusively linked to the clerical profession. In principle, the 
colleges offered an education to all and whilst fees were payable, for those from less 
affluent families either benefactors were sought or the young men took on work as 
servants to their wealthier peers. (It would seem that the current preoccupation with 
student fees and the necessity of students working part-time is not such a new 
phenomenon). Within the ‘universities’ the Liberal Arts curriculum comprised, the 
Trivium and the Quadrivium. The Trivium was the lower division or ‘foundation 
course’ which consisted of grammar, rhetoric and logic and the Quadrivium was the 
higher division that consisted of arithmetic, geometry, astronomy and music.
As Aldrich (1982) describes, even from early medieval times, other forms of higher 
education existed. There were the Cathedral schools, situated at Exeter, Lincoln, 
Salisbury and York, where teaching was by means of lectures in theology and law. In 
these schools the higher referred to the preparation of an elite or higher profession, 
the clergy. For during this period the clergy was an elite profession, in the sense that
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only two professions existed, the church and law. There were also the monasteries of 
the four orders of friars. The Carmelites, who were a mendicant order travelling 
around the country, stopping and teaching wherever an audience gathered. The 
Augustinians where the teaching was based upon the writings of the 7th century 
theologian St. Augustine, the Roman monk sent to Britain to convert the Anglo- 
Saxons to Christianity. The Dominicans where the teachings of Thomas of Aquinas 
were influential and the Franciscans, amongst whom were Francis Bacon and William 
of Ockham, early supporters of the notion that scientific enquiry was a legitimate 
from of academic inquiry. Bacon’s belief in experimentation and Ockham’s Razor or 
the Principle of Parsimony, both being beliefs that remain influential within academic 
conventions. However, unlike the Cathedral schools, within the monasteries teaching 
was not confined to theology, as training in the liberal arts and philosophy was also 
included. The higher that was implied in the practices of these establishments was 
therefore that of the higher subjects. Finally, there were four Inns of Court at, Gray’s, 
Lincoln’s, Inner Temple and Middle Temple, plus a further ten Chancery Inns. Here 
the training had a more practical emphasis and students were expected to develop a 
theoretical and scholarly understanding of canon and civil law. Unlike the cathedral 
schools and monasteries whose students tended to be the younger sons of the upper 
classes, students at the Inns tended to be the first sons of the nobility and gentry who 
were destined for court or state duties. Further, from the fourteenth century and the 
establishment of the lay magistracy, eligible men (those of upper class) were legally 
bound to serve as local justices of the peace and therefore knowledge of canon and 
civil law was deemed beneficial. Yet, unlike the Cathedral schools and monasteries 
which prepared students only for the clerical profession, the Inns provided the training 
for, at that time, the only secular profession - law. However, being situated in London 
and with residency a requirement of entry and qualification, maintenance costs were 
high and a higher education at the Inns was beyond the reach of most families. 
Therefore an interpretation of higher that can be applied to this early form of higher 
education, was very much an education for the higher or upper classes of society.
What distinguished the early colleges or universities from other forms of medieval 
higher education was that study was not directed towards a professional education. A 
situation very different to that of the present, where vocational and continuing 
professional education features heavily. However what this brief overview has
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demonstrated, is that whilst the higher, in higher education of medieval times could be 
interpreted in a variety of ways, this is still very much the same today in that higher 
education may still be interpreted as education for the professions and education in 
the higher subjects. The only change being that the belief that higher education should 
remain the preserve of the higher or upper classes, is not one found in the 
contemporary literature. However whilst there is a whole discourse surrounding the 
notion of massification and whether it represents a democratic form of widened 
participation or more simply expansion in the sense of more of the same, expansion is 
neither a new discourse nor does it necessarily imply an end to elitism.
For example even by the early sixteenth century it had become customary for young 
men trained in the Cathedral Schools, the Friaries and the Inns to spend further 
periods of study in the colleges of Oxford and Cambridge. As a result the universities 
began a period of expansion. Furthermore with the Reformation (1530s) the 
subsequent dissolution of the monasteries and the closure of the friary schools which 
soon followed, the numbers of students in the universities began to grow in size 
again. Recognising this expansion but keen to promote religious orthodoxy in the 
universities, Henry VIII rewarded them by granting permission for a number of new 
colleges to be formed at Oxford and Cambridge (Magdalene, Trinity, Emmanuel, 
Jesus College and Christchurch) and this again led to an increase in student numbers. 
Steady growth and expansion continued up until 1630, when at the time the UK 
population was estimated to be approximately 5.6 million (Source: Whitakers 
Almanac 1941), there were 4000 students recorded as resident in the inns or hostels of 
Oxford and Cambridge. The only recorded time in the history of the university when 
student numbers drastically decreased was when as a result of plague and civil war, by 
1647 student numbers had fallen to approximately 200. With the university population 
currently in excess of two million (HESA:2001), this seems a tiny figure yet whilst 
historically there has been massive expansion in higher education, growth has been 
neither continuous nor steady: for as Parry (1989) comments, patterns of growth and 
decline tend to reflect political and economic demands more than population growth.
Masters of the universe(ity)
Although I refer to the individual colleges of Oxford and Cambridge as universities, 
collectively they were known as the studium générale, which according to Aldrich
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(1982), indicated a place of higher learning attracting scholars from a wide area. The 
term university or universitas was only introduced later in the fifteenth century and 
some commentators, for example Simpson (1983) and Barnett (1990), interpret the 
term as suggesting that all knowledge {universal knowledge) could be studied within 
them. Conversely, as I discuss further on page 83, others interpret the name as 
inferring membership of an institution based upon collegiality. For example, 
according to Aldrich (1982:37), universitas was “originally a general term for a group 
of persons with a common purpose and independent legal status and privileges, would 
henceforth be associated with an academic institution”. Either interpretation appears 
feasible, yet I tend to prefer the latter as it permits a closer focus on who studied, as 
opposed to what was studied.
According to Simpson (1987), the European idea of a university as a situated 
institution or place of learning, can be traced back to Medieval times with the 
University of Bologna being founded in 1088, followed some thirty years later by the 
founding of the University of Paris in 1119. Furthermore, although its presence is 
rarely acknowledged, a university existed in Istanbul (Constantinople), from as early 
as the late tenth century and according to Delanty (2001:27) it was only with the fall 
of Constantinople to Islam in 1435 and the subsequent outflow of scholars, that 
European universities gained much of their spark and vitality. It is important to 
acknowledge fundamental differences between the early universities and the 
implications this had for the university in the UK. In the UK, being based on the 
Parisian model, Masters degrees were the only awards made. Unlike the student 
centred system of teaching in Bologna, which led to the title doctor, the Parisian 
system of teaching was based on the Socratic model, whereby students were expected 
to slavishly duplicate the ways of their masters. As such being awarded the title of 
Master signified that a student had attained enough knowledge to graduate from being 
a student to a master of the guild of teachers. However the adoption of this model had 
two very powerful sets of influence over the history of the university in the UK. 
Firstly, because membership of the guild brought with it privileges and voting rights, 
members tended to stay within their individual colleges and whilst this created a sense 
of collegiality at the same time it reinforced the idea of disciplinary differences.
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Perhaps more importantly though, was that because Socratic teachings were based on 
the principle of induction, the dominant philosophy of the university came to be that 
the ability to demonstrate reasoning and logic, should be the hallmark of a scholar (the 
criteria for conferment of a doctorate still expects this of students). However, 
Cartesian belief in the superiority of the rational thinking man did not extend to 
women who were seen as emotional and therefore irrational. For women and those 
from the lower socio-economic classes, no formal educational provision existed until 
the late 1800s and in one sense it might be plausible to suggest that the history of the 
modem or contemporary university only starts from this period. Certainly the 
influence of thinkers or reformers such as Humboldt and Newman became evident 
during the 19th century but they did so in an era when democratic philosophies and 
thought on the ‘rights’ of man, were beginning to grow in the general public. For 
following the rise of ‘intellectual’ liberalism came concerns regarding female 
suffrage, the call for a class revolution by Marx and as Beloff (1968:17) notes, the 
growing calls to overcome social and religious exclusion as proposed by campaigners 
such as Bentham and Mills.
Ideals
That the ‘idea’ of the university stems from this time is therefore not really surprising 
considering the massive social changes and underlying philosophical doctrines which 
were spreading across the whole of Europe at that time. For both Humboldt and 
Newman, one of the driving forces in setting up their visionary ideas for the university 
was the desire to rid the university from control by the national religion or doctrinaire. 
For Newman this meant setting up Queens as a non-conformist Catholic institution in 
Belfast and for Humboldt it had meant setting up an institution based on the 
doctrinaire of Idealism as proposed by Fichte and Hegel as an alternative to the 
Humanism which had grown out of contempt for the Prussian state with its Tsarist or 
Imperialist leanings. In making this stand and by creating an idea of the university as 
distinctly different to that which had preceded, by default the universities were forced 
into strengthening their relationship with the state. As Delanty (2001:57) notes, as a 
result, Humboldt’s university in Berlin became custodian of national, secular and 
bourgeois culture. Phillips (2000,) refers to the nineteenth century as being a time 
when educationalists turned to Germany as their Mecca, for there they found a perfect 
example of what could be achieved but where the many pitfalls lay if total state
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control of education was to come about. For according to Cowen (1997:187), even the 
university of Berlin, which although bom out of Humboldt’s Idealist vision of the 
pursuit of pure truth, became modified and to a large extent, as Delanty (2001:56) 
describes it, “the beautiful world was shattered by democratic, industrial and scientific 
revolution”. The visionary idea of the university in its purest form soon became 
diluted in order to meet the nation’s efforts to regenerate and industrialise the flagging 
post-revolution German economy.
Despite any lingering idea that the university should be an independent institution, it 
has never been the case that the university has been truly separate from the state. One 
of the foundation stones of the university was carved out in Athens at around 400 BC 
and the teachings of the Plato and Socrates. As a method of teaching, Socrates would 
encourage the audiences who gathered round him in the market places, to question the 
foundation of their own beliefs and later it was his student Plato, who formulated the 
Theory of Forms. The Theory of Forms stated that only through the use of reasoning 
as opposed to opinion or doxa, (that which is based solely upon experience), can one 
reach ‘true’ episteme or knowledge. To this day, reasoning as opposed to opinion or 
anecdotal evidence, is demanded in a doctoral thesis. To conduct a piece of fieldwork 
and then simply describe that experience, is the domain of the expert. An expert is the 
one who knows through experience, via the Latin experiri -  to prove: yet as discussed 
in the previous chapter proof and certainty are contentious issues. Furthermore, 
whilst some theses may be empirical investigations, experience of an event 
(fieldwork) is not a requirement of the PhD. The defining criterion is that a doctoral 
thesis, irrespective of whether a PhD or a professional doctorate, should “show 
evidence of the exercise of independent critical power”. In other words, a thesis 
should be more than simply an account of experience, it must include analysis or the 
use of reasoning. Whilst doctoral candidates are expected to become experts in their 
field, achievement of expert status alone does not qualify the candidate, for it is 
exercise of independent critical power that contributes to the originality and ultimately 
the contribution to knowledge and arguably, this ability remains the basis of the 
doctorate.
Although Humboldt is generally accredited as being the first to consider the union of 
research and teaching in the university and its relationship to wider society, Plato had
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long ago set out these ideas in ‘The Republic’. Plato proposed a utopian state in which 
the academy functioned to provide the elite necessary to govern the state wisely 
through their ability for rational thinking. According to Goodlad (2000:8), the first 
university was created when Plato continuing to follow his ‘master’s’ teaching, set up 
an academy outside the city of Athens. By physically and intellectually removing his 
pupils and their thinking from the detractions of ‘the market’, the idea that academe 
should be distanced from its society, was bom. Belief that it is the market and not 
society in general which detracts, is highly relevant today and amongst other 
contemporary critics of changes within the university, Tuckett, (2001) explicitly calls 
for rejection of ‘the marketplace utilitarianism’ that is spreading through the 
university.
That the university was in danger of becoming detracted by the market, was not 
however a claim that would have been levelled at the colleges of Oxford and 
Cambridge in the mid 19th century. For in England, the objective detachment from the 
social and political in the pursuit of truth, had led the universities to become so insular 
that they were unable, or unwilling, to recognise the lack of public confidence in their 
ability to keep abreast of the technical and scientific advances of the period. Later this 
lack of openness brought the criticism from Minogue (1973:26), that the universities 
had been suffering from ‘monkish erudition’ so distanced were they from the society 
in which they existed. Riding on the back of the industrial revolution, the growth of 
scientism that had spread throughout Europe was an almost unstoppable force and one 
that the universities were to find unavoidable. The colleges of Oxford and Cambridge 
were criticised for not being scientific enough, with as Simpson (1987) noting, the 
claim being made that if science was one’s field, then Germany or the US were the 
only option for serious study. The first official chemistry laboratory had been opened 
at Geissen university in Germany in 1826 yet it was not until 1872 that the Clarendon 
laboratory was opened at Oxford and the Cavendish laboratory at Cambridge in 1874. 
Even after the Clarendon’s official opening it was some time before any ‘serious’ 
research was to be developed there, for although the laboratory had been built, the 
individual colleges refused to contribute funds for the purchase of equipment or the 
employment of academic teaching staff. A similar series of setbacks also befell the 
opening of the Cavendish laboratory. This ‘dragging of heels’ can be seen as a
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demonstration of the strength of the reluctance on the part of the colleges to accept 
change, as proposed by external agencies and factors, to curricular matters.
Reform and growth
Amidst the increasing criticism that Oxford and Cambridge were too disinterested and 
detached from society in combination with an apparent imperviousness to the growing 
clamour for scientific investigation, gradually support for reforming the universities 
began to grow. As a result of which, in 1828 a new university was created for the 
capital, the University of London in Gower Street. The following year Kings College 
opened in the Strand but unlike the non-conformist Gower Street campus, was 
structured along a ‘conventional’ religious basis. Although the colleges of the 
university of London remained purely examining bodies until 1860, their popularity 
grew dramatically and by 1851 they offered examinations to a further ninety colleges 
affiliated to London university. Shortly after London was established as the university 
of the capital, Durham representing a university for the north was founded in 1832. 
Unlike the colleges of Oxford and Cambridge which relied upon private patronage, 
from their inception London and Durham received direct financial support from the 
state: an event which was to signal a clear change in the relationship between the 
university and the state.
Meanwhile, by 1850 the situation within the individual colleges of Oxford and 
Cambridge, had deteriorated to such an extent, that those calling for reform (mainly 
groups of scientists and dissenting academics - those who had refused to swear 
allegiance to the crown and the church and were therefore disqualified from teaching 
at either Oxford or Cambridge), finally succeeded in persuading the government that 
reform of the English universities was necessary, on the grounds that England was 
losing out to its competitors in Germany and America. Not only was this a problem o f 
‘brain-drain’ but also it was turning out to be costly in economic terms. This 
acknowledgement that the state needed to marry together education with market 
forces was what, according to Simpson (1983) marks out the mid 19th century as a 
turning point in the history of the university. In 1851 a Royal Commission was set up 
under the chair of Lord Russell to enquire into the ‘State, Discipline, Studies and 
Revenue of Oxford and Cambridge Universities’. As a result of the findings of the
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commission the Oxford University Act was passed in 1854 and the Cambridge 
University Act in 1856. Whilst the acts did not radically alter the collegiate system, 
they did restore greater powers to the professoriat, a move which in itself more closely 
aligned the English system with that found in Europe. However to this day, 
differences remain between the UK and European systems in the appointment of 
professors and the length of time taken for students to complete formal studies.
According to Simpson, one reason for the low level to which universities had sunk by 
the nineteenth century was due to alteration in the balance of academic, financial and 
political power between the colleges and the university as a whole as represented by 
the Convocation or senate (The Caput at Cambridge and the Hebdomadal Board at 
Oxford). Yet although in principle Convocation was the governing body of the 
universities, it was within the individual colleges that the power to influence the 
advancement of knowledge lay, for one of the most distinguishing features in the 
development of the university in England was the collegiate system and its residency 
requirement. Whilst Humboldt may have first articulated the idea of lehrfreheit and 
lernfreheit, freedom of the teacher as to what and where to teach and freedom of the 
scholar to determine what they should learn and where, the beginnings of the idea of 
academic autonomy and the tensions it could potentially pose between educational 
and political policy aims can be seen to trace back to the collegiate system of Oxford 
and Cambridge.
The sense of collegiality was reinforced by the residency requirement whereby the 
young men lived alongside their tutors. Whilst lectures were conducted by men 
considered eminent in their fields (the professors), the majority of teaching was 
conducted by the tutors. The individual colleges employed the professors, however as 
each college tended to provide teaching according to the interests of their benefactors, 
each tended to become highly specialised in certain areas or fields. The tutors each 
had their own areas of interest and this too lends support to the suggestion made on 
page 76, that the term universitas as the beginning of the tradition of collegiality, 
should be interpreted as representing a group of persons with a common purpose. To 
reinforce the sense of belonging to this group, of giving academics a visible identity, 
the wearing of similar clothes or academic gowns was a further outward sign of this 
‘union’. Not only did the individual colleges own the inns of Oxford or hostels at
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Cambridge, where the young students lived and therefore receive income from 
accommodation fees but sponsorship and endowments received were directed straight 
to the colleges as opposed to the Convocation. As a result the individual colleges had 
the financial security to remain largely independent from their Convocations and 
whilst autonomy in the sense of power to ‘govern’ within institutions was present at 
senate level, it was within the individual colleges that the ability to determine what 
constituted knowledge, represented academic freedom.
Being based on the Socratic model, teaching in the early universities was very largely 
confined to lectures given by the professors or ‘scholars of repute’, upon whose 
individual reputation many of the colleges had been built. However by the 1800s, 
poor remuneration, a lack of facilities and due to the strict disciplinarity, little 
incentive for research or the advancement of knowledge existed and the prominence 
of the professoriat declined, to be replaced by the tutor system. The tutors were now 
left with the major responsibility for teaching and conducting the lengthy oral 
examinations or disputations. The young men who would have arrived at the colleges 
at the age of fourteen, would spend four years attending lectures and undergoing 
continuous oral assessments or disputations on the Trivium, which if satisfactory, 
resulted in the conferment of Bachelor status. Bachelor’s degrees however, were not 
formally instituted and awarded until the mid-19th century and until that time Bachelor 
status according to Simpson (1983:6), “signified no more than what would today be 
regarded as a school-level qualification”.
Subjects and their assessment
Throughout all levels of the degree hierarchy, disputation or oral assessment 
continued to be used, for stemming from medieval times when the advancement of 
knowledge through research, was not the mission of the university, students were 
examined in their proficiency at being able to use existing knowledge in order to 
construct and defend rigorous arguments. As Delanty (2001:27) notes, “ Because of 
limited technology of reproduction knowledge was compelled to be metaphysical, that 
is not embodied in social reality”. By demonstrating evidence of rational thinking 
students were seen as autonomous scholars. Written exams were not introduced until 
the mid 19th century but students were said to have ‘qualified’ or ‘made the grade’,
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when their fellow academics and peers, decided that the student’s arguments or 
disputations were acceptably (in academic terms) eloquent and conclusive, and in 
recognition of having reached this gradus, they were deemed no longer a boy student 
but a Bachelor of the universitas. After this initial period of study there followed a 
further three years of the young men learning from the Master scholars until they too 
had proved themselves to be Masters of the Quadrivium and therefore worthy of the 
title Master. The award of the title Master was recognition that students had enough 
mastery of existing knowledge to become teachers themselves. For those able and 
prepared to continue with the scholarly life, a further two years of self directed study 
with the added responsibility of tutoring the younger boys, led to the award of the 
Doctor of Letters or Doctor of Literature. These ‘original’ doctorates were not formal 
research degrees as such, for until science eventually entered the university, no 
research as the term generally tends to be understood contemporarily, was conducted 
in the university. However, these early doctorates conferred upon the candidate a 
special degree of status within the university for with their award came the automatic 
right of membership of Convocation.
However the combination of teaching and being responsible for the general welfare of 
the young students in halls, often left the tutors to become disenchanted with their 
own lack of opportunity for serious study. According to Peterson (1971), ‘a sense of 
decay’ spread through the universities with them likened more closely to finishing 
schools for the sons of the wealthy and influential, rather than seats of scholarly 
learning. An opinion expressed at the time by the Cambridge scholar Peacock 
(1841:156 cited by Simpson 1983), who was compelled to write; “that it had 
contributed more than any other cause to the very general and in some respects just, 
complaints which have been made of late years, of the paucity of works of learning 
and research which have issued from the University of Cambridge”. Similarly, 
Wratislaw (1850:29 cited by Simpson 1983), lamenting the onerous responsibilities 
that had fallen on the tutors and the consequences for scholarly study at Oxford, 
wrote, “They have no inducement whatever to continue their exertions, beyond the 
mere fact of not having provided themselves with satisfactory permanent situations in 
other quarters”. At this point in time the universities appear to have accorded greatest 
priority to the development of the student, for their critics saw little evidence of the 
advancement of knowledge or service to society.
87
The idea o f the doctorate The development of the idea(ls) o f the university
With the Oxford and Cambridge Acts succeeding in radically altering the power 
balance within the universities, the advancement of knowledge but more specifically 
scientific knowledge, was clearly placed as the top mission of the university. What 
remained unchanged was the unspoken agreement that the universities would continue 
to produce elite males who through the wisdom they gained in study, could govern or 
at least take leading roles in affairs of state. I refer to this as an unspoken agreement 
for whilst since Plato’s academy the university had been the provider of elite or ruling 
groups, it had managed to match two missions of the university in doing so - service 
to society and the development of the student. Prior to the 1800s and the influence of 
Liberalism as both an educational and political philosophy the third mission of the 
university had quite simply been the advancement of the student. However, with the 
reform of the universities, the growth of higher education more generally and the rise 
in popularity of liberalism as a philosophy, this mission became translated into the 
development of the ‘whole man’. As Delanty (2001:34) notes, the Liberal tradition 
sees knowledge as an end in itself and therefore education is not so much for the 
benefit of the individual but that if developed as a scholar, a member of the elite, ‘he’ 
would be in a better position to serve society.
On the idea of developing the whole ‘man’
That reference is made in the last sentence to he rather than they or she, reflects the 
then ongoing exclusion of women from the university. Whilst the exclusion of women 
from the university was a political issue in terms of equality of access, one of the 
biggest practical problems restricting access to higher education was adult literacy 
levels. For as Phillips notes (2000:50), although the 1870 Education Act (The Forster 
Act) stated that local authorities should provide for universal elementary education, it 
was not until the 1878 Education Act that secondary school education was provided 
for girls. Prior to this time various charitable organisations had offered women access 
to education and according to Benn (1996:377), one of the earliest had been the 
predominantly Quaker led, Adult Sunday School Movement, the curriculum of which 
had been based upon developing basic literacy skills in order to master religious 
readings. By 1816, when the total population of England and Wales totalled around 11
88
The idea o f the doctorate The development o f the idea(ls) o f the university
million (Whitaker's Almanac 1941), there were 3,321 pupils in the movement, of 
which 57% were women.
However, despite growing numbers of women receiving pre-higher education level 
tuition from voluntary sector agencies, prior to the mid-nineteenth century institutions 
for the higher education of women were virtually non-existent, and as the figure 
above illustrates, the scale of the problem was immense. The dominance of 
rationalism as a philosophy and its inherent dualism according to Johnson et al 
(2000:144) projected the image that, “the rational man should have access to a public 
space of autonomous speech, to speak their own person”. Conversely, as Peterson 
(1952) noted, women were considered as essentially emotional with the belief that the 
“fairer sex were so weak that any exercise of the intellect would be too strenuous”. 
Generally the only available options for young women to pursue anything other than 
an elementary education were either convents or ‘ladies’ academies. However, 
according to Peterson (1952), there was little to recommend either for neither were 
concerned with the intellect and the only difference between the two being, that whilst 
the convents taught their pupils how to be good wives, the academies taught their 
pupils how to catch their husbands.
Whilst the state could be considered as beginning to take an interest in the elementary 
education of girls by the end of the 19th century, any state interest in higher education 
for females remained conspicuous by its absence. Therefore as Benn (1996:376) 
notes, “whilst the form and content of adult education provision for women has varied 
over time and place, what has not varied has been the pattern it has taken, in that for 
every one step forwards there have been two steps backwards”. Although created to 
provide practical knowledge and skills to working class men and therefore not 
intended for the benefit of women, the development of the Mechanics Institutes in the 
1820s did provide many women with the opportunity to access further education. 
However, it was access to further education on further education’s terms, for although 
permitted to study alongside the men, women were not permitted to hold office nor 
vote on membership issues. A further problem with the Institutes, from a democratic 
perspective, was that although they existed to provide education for working class 
men, most women students tended to be middle class as opposed to working class: a
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problem that was to reappear again one hundred and sixty years later in the Access 
movement of the 1980s.
Eventually much of the impetus for admitting women to the university came from the 
governess movement and the need for suitably qualified teachers for the young 
women who were to be educated in the homes of their middle-class parents. Whilst 
the Governesses Benevolent Institution had been founded in Harley Street in 1843, 
further women’s colleges were not established until 1858, with the founding of 
Queen’s College and a year later Bedford College with its close Workers Education 
Association (WEA) and trades union links. However, despite having been admitted 
access to the colleges for twenty years, it was not until 1878 that London university 
finally admitted women to sit its examinations and it was to be a further fifteen years 
before women were permitted the right to be awarded bachelors degrees. Yet it was a 
staggering further seventy years before women were to be awarded doctorates at 
Cambridge! In America however, women had been permitted to study for degrees 
since the founding of Vassar in 1865, which according to Peterson (1952), had been a 
pragmatic as opposed to democratic decision on the part of the government, one 
which more simply reflected the need for adequate numbers of suitably qualified 
teachers for the early pioneering Western settlements. However, whilst American 
women received state support and encouragement to enter higher education, at the 
time this was unlikely to be a possibility for English women, for as Peterson 
(1952:153) notes, “The educated American female was a figure of ribald fun, fairly 
well known to English humourists, whose predominantly male audience found 
feminine education very laughable”. Not only did the idea of education for woman 
appear comical but even to those keen on reform within the English universities, it 
remained almost inconceivable that women should be invited to study alongside men 
for degrees.
Gender as a red herring
According to Simpson (1983:63), the issue regarding women’s admission to 
university had been recorded in the minutes of a Cambridge Senate meeting in 1894,
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as a ‘red herring’ which might detract from the real purpose of reform. According to 
this argument the real purpose of reform, was to establish a consistency in the degree 
hierarchy and award system between the UK and its European competitors and not to 
widen provision or even to widen the parameters of what counted as legitimate forms 
of scholarship. The primary objective had been to ensure that the scientific and 
technological needs of the nation be accorded a greater status within the university. 
The introduction of the doctorate was itself contingent upon this need to ensure 
national competitiveness, not only in terms of the advancement of knowledge but also 
in terms of attracting students from abroad. During the period from the mid to late 19th 
century large numbers of European and Asian scientists, many British amongst them, 
headed for Germany and America in order to conduct research, for at the time 
research was not a priority at either Oxford or Cambridge. However, as the following 
query made by Noyes (1916, cited in Simpson, 1983:117) demonstrates, whilst this 
was of growing concern, there was more than an element of intransigence behind the 
university’s decision to introduce the PhD.
(w)ithout damaging our traditions, something could surely be done to 
attract Americans to our universities. One can understand men going for 
scientific purposes to Germany, but there is something radically wrong 
when they go there to receive training in English Literature. Surely it 
would not be too difficult to devise some special scheme which would 
meet their case.
In addition to the university’s reluctance to embrace scientific research, there was also 
concern that by introducing a completely new degree, as opposed to introducing 
‘some special scheme’ (of their own devising) that might cause less disturbance to the 
existing award structure, the universities would be making an unwelcome concession. 
In the following quotation the inference appears to be that PhD candidates and the 
contribution that they could make to existing knowledge was felt to be inferior, for 
according to Freeman (1887 cited by Simpson 1983:53),
Really eminent men, men who have made real contributions to learning, 
men who would confer honour on the degree, will stand aloof and leave 
the new degree to quite another class. For hard as it is to believe, there 
does seem to be a class of people who like to be called Doctor.
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By today’s standards Freeman’s sentiments appear extreme right wing. However, as 
illustrated in the next chapter, because publicly made comments are likely to be less 
outspoken, this does not imply that resistance to forms of change that undermine the 
university’s power to determine what and how knowledge should be validated, is any 
less powerful.
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The previous chapter discussed the three issues that could be said to define the idea of 
the university: its missions, its relationship with the state and the types of knowledge 
that it legitimates. The conclusion arrived at, was that the university and the state 
share(d) a fiduciary relationship. For whilst the royal charter gives the university the 
power to determine what constitutes legitimate knowledge, in return the state has had 
the power to determine the shape and size of university provision in a manner that will 
be of most service to society. However, an ongoing problem was shown to be that 
what is considered valuable knowledge was constantly changing. Therefore, if the 
state is to continue to recognise the authority of the university, the knowledge that is 
legitimated must still reflect the values of the society in which it exists.
However in the contemporary context, whilst increasingly the value of knowledge is 
measured in terms of its performativity or of how well it matches the needs of a 
knowledge economy, there is the added consideration that people must be lifelong 
learners. Whilst once a university education was seen as an education for life, this 
situation no longer exists. On one level, this poses a problem for the university in 
terms of the perceived value of its awards but on a second, more practical, level the 
university must now accommodate the learning needs of quite a different set of 
students. The changing demographic profile of students has implications for the 
traditional master slave relationship between teacher and pupil and becomes 
particularly tenuous when the students are mature professionals. Therefore, this 
chapter examines some of the ways in which the conditions under which universities 
currently operate, are being re-negotiated.
A brief quantitative overview of the contemporary university system in the UK is 
provided as this serves to contextualise the discussion that follows. Although 
described for the purposes of this chapter as a single higher education system, the four 
countries of the UK each have separate funding councils and at present in Scotland 
there is a slightly different system for the payment of student fees. However, the 
development of the PhD within the national system of higher education was broadly
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speaking similar, and whilst there may be anomalies between the four countries, many 
of the contemporary issues faced by universities are a uniting factor. Therefore when 
referring to the UK system these differences are acknowledged although not discussed 
individually. It is also important to acknowledge that universities are independent 
organisations. However a powerful forum for their collective voice is Universities UK 
(UUK), formerly CVCP, the organisation to which the heads of UK universities and 
college of higher education are entitled to belong (currently only 13 women are 
included on its membership list of 121). Across the UK there are 170 publicly funded 
higher education institutions of which, 4 are located in N. Ireland, 13 in Wales, 19 in 
Scotland and the remaining 134 in England. Of these, 116 are universities (including 
the 16 schools of the University of London), which are entitled to award their own 
degrees. There are a further 54 Higher Education Colleges some of which have been 
granted degree awarding powers by the Privy Council, those that have not may refer 
to themselves as university colleges and must rely upon other institutions to validate 
their qualifications. (Appendix pages 26-29 contain a brief description of the range 
and types of degrees for which it is possible to register at a university in the UK).
The UK university system is now described as a mass as opposed to elite system 
(Trow, 1996) and the following graph supports this by showing the huge growth rate 
in the numbers of doctorates awarded over the last eighty years. (The information 
used to generate this graph was from a variety of sources, Peterson, 1952: Simpson, 
1983 and HESA, 2002)
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However as the following table demonstrates, whilst awards made by universities and 
higher education colleges at all levels have continued to rise year on year, doctorates 
remain only a small percentage of total awards made. Therefore whilst the system as a 
whole has become more inclusive as a result of massification, an element of elitism 
remains in the hierarchical nature of the current award system.
Table II. Showing Qualifications Obtained in the UK for Academic Years 1996/1997 
to 2000/20001. (Compiledfrom HESA (holis-online) statistics).
Total awards Doctorates awarded Doctorates as % 
of all awards
1996/1997 446,209 11,982 2.69
1997/1998 462,941 12,714 2.94
1998/1999 470,083 13,233 2.82
1999/2000 487,850 13,790 2.83
2000/2001 504,410 14,120 2.80
As the brief overview above demonstrates, the shape and distribution of university 
education has changed dramatically from that described in the previous chapter. Yet at 
the same time very little has changed regarding attitudes as to what constitutes valid 
forms of higher study and who the doctorate might exist to serve. For example, the 
university’s decision to introduce the doctorate had been heavily influenced by 
Treasury officials who were keen that the UK should be active players in the 
profitable overseas student market. Yet, as the table on the following page 
demonstrates, overseas students are still seen as a prime source of income, particularly 
at the doctoral level which shows a much higher percentage of awards being made to 
overseas students than for awards at other levels.
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Table III. Showing Qualifications Obtained by overseas students in the UK for 
Academic Years 1996/1997 to 2000/20001. (Compiled from HESA (holis-online) 
statistics).
Total 
awards at 
UK 
institutions
All awards made 
to overseas 
students
Total 
doctorates 
awarded in 
UK
Doctorates 
awarded to 
overseas 
students
n n % n n %
1996/1997 446,209 57,517 7239 11,982 4,117 34.56
1997/1998 462,941 64,860 14.01 12,714 4,430 34.34
1998/1999 470,083 66,928 74.24 13,233 4,408 33.37
1999/2000 487,850 70,240 14.40 13,790 4,640 33.65
2000/2001 504,410 73,210 14.51 14,120 4,980 3127
However, whilst the need to compete for international doctoral students remains high 
on the university’s agenda, at the same time the university must balance this with the 
demands made by the government to produce an adequate supply of appropriately 
educated personnel to maintain the UK’s own economic and technical 
competitiveness at both national and global levels. As Cowen (1997:184) notes, 
“Advanced academic studies have changed dramatically in the last decade, in ways 
that have redefined the nature of the PhD and doctoral work”. Therefore, the objective 
of this chapter is to examine how the ‘nature of the PhD’ is currently being 
discursively expressed in the contemporary university and upon what past events the 
current debate could be said to be contingent. Its focus is at the level of policy for 
according to Ball (1994: 16-17), when policy is interpreted as text;
policies shift and change their meaning in the arenas of politics; 
representations change, key interpreters change (and) policies are 
represented differently by different actors and interests.
In the previous chapter I described how the introduction of the Royal Charter came to 
be the distinguishing mark of a university as recognition of the legal aspects of the 
relationship between the university and the state. However since the 1990 Education 
Act, the granting of the Royal Charter no longer requires individual acts of 
parliament, for the Priwy Council were invested with the power of attorney to 
recommend to the Queen that a charter be granted. Yet irrespective of how or when a 
university’s charter was awarded, according to Wright (2001:109), it is still the case 
that, “the power to award degrees lies at the heart of the concept of the university”. In
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other words, it is the authority invested in the university by the state, to legitimate and 
reward the acquisition and generation of knowledge, that ultimately defines the idea 
of the university. However, I argue that its maintenance is not so much contingent 
upon the power to award degrees nor even as Floud (2003:) claims, its power to award 
research degrees, but that more specifically, it is contingent upon the university’s 
power to award doctorates. This chapter therefore, looks to the university’s 
relationship with the state and society and explores how different aspects of its 
relationship contribute to the identity of the university and the doctorate.
On standards and standardisation
In terms of recent policy, the Qualification Assurance Agency (QAA) Framework for 
Higher Education Qualifications (2001) could be considered as directly contributing 
to the debate surrounding the university’s identity. According to the QAA (2001:2) 
the qualifications framework was designed to provide;
clear and accurate information about the purposes and outcomes of UK 
higher education; a structure of shared, explicit reference points by which 
to distinguish the character, level and intended outcomes of higher 
education qualifications; and the basis for a consistent use of 
qualifications titles within higher education.
As with all higher education qualifications, the doctorate is covered by the QAA 
Framework. However, within that framework, the underlying metaphor of financial 
considerations and exchange value is apparent throughout, for example, “All of the 
other objectives rest, to a greater or lesser extent, on the establishment of that 
common currency of qualifications” {my emphasis). When requesting the QAA to 
produce the qualifications framework the government were acting upon their 
signature of the Bologna Agreement (2000). The Bologna Agreement however, was 
itself part of the wider consensus politics of the EU Welfare Harmonisation project 
which, as Alcock (1996) usefully reminds, aims to model social institutions to more 
effectively meet the economic and employment needs of the state. Although the 
Bologna agreement referred to all levels of the degree hierarchy, there was a high 
level of consensus amongst European governments that reform of the doctorate was 
particularly necessary. However, whilst individual countries would be responsible for 
actual policies, as Blume and Amsterdamska (1987) and Kyvik and Tvede (1998) had 
noted, for some time educational policies throughout Europe had shared the following
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common objectives; to increase the annual numbers of doctoral degrees, to decrease 
the time taken over doctoral degrees, to reduce the age of doctoral candidates, to 
improve the financial basis of postgraduate education, to increase the quality of 
research training and to internationalise research training.
Inspection of the UK’s framework document shows that the section referring to the 
standards required of doctoral education provides very little by way of practical 
guidance as to what standards might be or, of how they would contribute, to achieve 
the common aims as stated above. References specific to the doctorate are presented 
in two sections, (appendix page 51 contains extract from document), the first rather 
vaguely lists the standard of knowledge that students should be able to demonstrate, 
whereas the second focuses on skills. To a disinterested observer neither appear 
radical nor as potentially posing a serious threat to the autonomy of the university. 
However, explicit references to employability are made in the framework and the 
university could well have perceived these as unwanted intrusions. Intrusive in that 
they appear to reinforce the findings of the 1993 Office of Science and Technology 
(OST) Report and the Harris Report of 1996, both of which had suggested that 
doctoral education should move more closely to meeting the needs of employers in 
industry and commerce. When considered in the light of subsequent attempts made by 
the Research Councils to broaden doctoral training, the QAA framework starts to 
appear more threatening. Therefore from the perspective of the university, the 
government’s signature of the Bologna agreement and the subsequent QAA document 
represented an undesirable shift in the level of authority, to determine standards 
within the university, that the government had been able to assert. Possibly concern 
was exacerbated on the basis that because changes were to be enacted as a result of 
EU legislation, the government had clearly signalled that the level of authority being 
claimed was non-negotiable.
However, whilst the government succeeded in claiming this additional power, on the 
basis that it was necessary for EU harmonisation and would protect the UK’s 
competitive edge, as Giddens (1999) notes, one of the paradoxes of globalisation, is 
that in acting to support global issues, national governments sometimes enact 
legislation that can be viewed as counter-productive in terms of national politics. 
Three years later the universities are still vehemently debating the legitimacy of the
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government’s right to determine standards within the university. Almost ironically the 
most recent evidence of this being the university’s claim that the White Paper, ‘The 
Future of Higher Education’, is flawed as a result of its failure to recognise the 
government’s commitments under the Bologna process (Floud, 2003:3).
The myth of the PhD
The university cannot solely confine its efforts to fighting off unwelcome external 
influences, for as Hoddell (2001) notes, a further problem with the Qualifications 
Framework (QAA 2000) is that it fails to distinguish between the PhD and the 
professional doctorate. Ultimately this raises theoretical questions regarding what 
values are attached to the different types of Teaming’ and how they are certified. This 
is an important issue for, as Boumer et al (1999) note, despite the recent proliferation 
of doctoral titles, whilst post-graduate education is changing there is very little 
academic research which examines the identity of the doctorate and its intended 
outcomes. Yet according to Boumer et al (2001), the ways in which identity is 
currently being ascribed to the emerging forms of doctorate is inappropriate in that, all 
are based upon comparisons, with the ‘traditional’ PhD being seen as the ‘gold 
standard’. The point is that when authors refer to the PhD as the gold standard the 
implication is that other forms of the doctorate are somehow inferior and should work 
towards matching up to the ideals of the PhD.
However, in the same way that individual identity is discursively created, the same 
applies to the way we define and therefore give identity to, institutions and 
phenomenon such as the doctorate: for as Foucault (1972:49) explains, “discourses 
are practices that systematically form the objects of which they speak”. Yet whilst 
many of the perceptions surrounding the doctorate are heavily contingent upon the 
discourses used in order to provide them with a sense of identity, as the previous 
chapter demonstrates, these rely heavily upon tradition building within the university. 
However, if the dominant writing about the idea of the university is understood to be a 
form of socially constructed knowledge, then as Harding (1993:57) comments, “It is a 
delusion ... to think that human thought could completely erase the fingerprints that 
reveal its production”. Discursive formations systematize knowledge, but in addition 
they also define identities, yet because the dominant discourse is the academic 
discourse, the doctorate’s identity has until recently only been defined in very narrow
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academic terms. As a result, how we describe the doctorate and the identity 
conferred upon it, is closely related with how knowledge is conceptualised and what 
discursive practices are used to define and classify knowledge.
Ivory towers or iron cages?
My discussion of the philosophical implications of these issues is included in the 
chapter entitled On Epistemology. However, as discussed in the previous chapter, the 
university’s right to legitimate knowledge stems from the traditional belief that the 
pursuit of knowledge or true episteme, can only be achieved by detachment or 
disinterested inquiry. Over the years this belief reinforced the image of the university 
as an Ivory Tower. However whilst the phrase has all but disappeared, as the 
following rather idealistic account demonstrates, the underlying sentiment remains, 
for according to Gellert (1993:4 cited by Cowen, 1997), “the university should be 
separated from society through the clarity of its own purposes, serving society in its 
own way and on its own terms’’. It is idealistic in that whilst the university may like to 
‘think’ that it is a wholly autonomous institution that can serve society in its own way 
and on its own terms, increasingly regulatory bodies, external to the university, for 
example the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA), the Research Councils plus the Arts 
and Humanities Research Board (AHRB) and a variety of state departments, exert 
pressure both economic and political on the university.
Presently there are six research councils, each based upon broad subject specialities; 
the Biotechnology and Biological Sciences Research Council (BBSRC); the 
Engineering and Physical Sciences Research Council (EPSRC); the Medical Research 
Council (MRC); the Natural Environment Research Council (NERC); the Particle 
Physics and Astronomy Research Council (PPARC) the Council for the Central 
Laboratory of the Research Councils and the Economic and Social Research Council 
(ESRC). The research councils do not fund or subsidise all doctoral research, for 
example, although 500 studentships were awarded by the ESRC for the year 2000, 
total doctoral registrations in that year were in excess of 75,000 (HESA, 2001). 
However, as the successful introduction of the 1+3 scheme demonstrates, increasingly 
the research councils are able to determine the level and type of research training that 
doctoral students undergo. In the 2001 Recognition Exercise, university departments 
had applied for recognition of 709 courses of which, only 539 were successful (ESRC,
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2003). Moreover being a highly competitive higher education system, there is 
considerable pressure on individual schools or departments, irrespective of whether or 
not they are ESRC recognised, to run research-training programmes as prescribed by 
research council guidelines. Although officially in an arm’s length relationship with 
the government, the research councils are agents of the state. Therefore when 
commentators such as Shain & Ozga (2001) note that, “current policy seeks to reduce 
the amount of research in education that takes place outside the approved frameworks 
of relevance and usefulness”, the questions that arise are, approved by whom? and 
useful to whom? For as demonstrated the following excerpt, from the report entitled, 
‘Addressing a problem of research capacity’ by the Chief Executive of the ESRC, 
research councils not only have a clear agenda but are also ready to propose solutions. 
Problem - One significant weakness has repeatedly emerged, it is clear 
that British universities and colleges are not producing quantitatively 
competent social scientists in sufficient numbers...Solution - Targeting or 
some form of prioritising of doctoral awards and postdoctoral fellowships 
specifically for quantitatively based projects (Marshall, 2001: 1 and 4).
The above quotation makes explicit the ESRC’s intention to directly influence not 
only the doctoral process but also what constitutes valid doctoral knowledge by its 
insistence that doctoral candidates should receive quantitative training. However by 
adding a financial incentive (or is it a sanction!) the ESRC is very powerfully 
signalling that they have the power to impose externally devised measures of quality 
control and performance.
It is highly problematic that judgments based on the notion of quality as defined not 
only by the research councils but also the RAE, should determine what counts as 
legitimate in terms of research but also who (through control of funding) should study 
for a doctorate. Whereas even within academe notions of what constitutes legitimate 
research vary between and within disciplines according to methodological approach, it 
has traditionally been the uncontested right of the university to define quality. Whilst 
the universities must work with external agencies the process of achieving ‘goodness 
of fit’ is potentially at conflict with the interests of the university.
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However, according to Minogue (1973:4), “far from smoothly performing some 
function within a national system, universities have been almost constantly in a state 
of conflict with much of the society around them”. Trawler (1998:155), interprets this 
tension between the university and the state that continues to exist, as being due to the 
‘fact’ that higher education systems operate in a context in which, “two sets of 
ideological forces are at work, political ideology and educational ideology”. It is 
possible to suggest that whilst the tensions that exist between the two may fluctuate, 
the effects of this tension, have and will remain similar, for as was recognised by 
Leavis (1947:15), “their reconciliation in practice... cannot be provided for by any 
simple formula”. My understanding of the contemporary expression of this tension is 
that, whilst the university will tolerate certain forms of intrusion by the state and its 
agencies, there are others it will not. Whereas historically, the government’s intrusion 
has only extended as far as economic regulation over the shape and distribution of 
higher education, now that its interests encroach upon academic affairs, the university 
finds this unacceptable in terms of the altered power balance. I suggest that it is not 
the case that the government and the university have different aims, but more cogently 
that there are differences between the two, in what is believed to be the best way of 
achieving them and what priority should be attached to them.
For example, according to HEFCE (2000:2) the purpose of higher education is 
threefold and aims to: enable people to develop their capabilities and fulfil their 
potential, both personally and at work; contribute to an economically successful and 
culturally diverse nation; advance knowledge and understanding through scholarship 
and research. It appears that the government’s understanding of the purpose of 
education can be said to clearly reflect what the university sees as its missions. The 
three missions of the university are referred to quite explicitly if ‘contributing to 
economic success’ is interpreted as service to society. However, that the 
advancement of knowledge is placed at the bottom of the list, from a political 
standpoint, demonstrates that it is not so much that universities are in direct conflict 
with the state but that each has different priorities and areas in which concessions will 
not be tolerated.
Another particularly vivid example, can be found in issues surrounding the 
massification and marketisation of higher education. The universities are no longer
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detached. Ivory Towers but state regulated players, who according to Cowen (1996), 
are undergoing a process of attenuation to a culture of management with the outcome 
being what Slater (2001:12) refers to as, “the monetisation of intellectual endeavour”. 
For example, political ideology behind the previous Tory Government, was to reduce 
the role of the state and according to Amot (1992), this was to be achieved through 
the redistribution of existing resources which could only be achieved, if the market 
was permitted to run free of state intervention. From the university’s standpoint this 
entailed permitting consumer culture within the institution through the introduction of 
audit and accountability, thus reflecting the new style of public management. For the 
university the central issue was regarding performance and the need for an institution 
funded by the public purse to be held accountable, a side effect of which is that the 
university is becoming increasingly bureaucratised. Therefore when economics are 
entered into the equation of balancing bureaucratisation with maintaining autonomy, it 
lends support to the idea that rather than being an ivory tower, the university is now 
housed within an iron cage. For as Giddens (1994:235) notes, “The progression of 
bureaucratisation increasingly reveals a tension between the demand for technical 
efficiency of administration on the one hand, and the human values of spontaneity and 
autonomy on the other”. Yet as Giddens (ibid) continues by commenting, values such 
as spontaneity, freedom and autonomy are quite separate and distinct from the 
realities of life in an iron cage. My reference to Weber’s iron cage is made in order to 
suggest that whilst many academics may either privately or publicly, voice resentment 
towards increasing government intervention in the university, there is an almost 
palpable sense of reluctant recognition that, ‘he who pays the piper calls the tune’. Or 
as Swinnerton-Dyer (1996:225) more publicly noted, “Government is increasingly 
using its position as paymaster to impose its will”.
Although universities, albeit reluctantly, accepted the concept of audit, to a large 
extent the autonomy of each individual university to determine how it would meet 
externally defined targets remains intact. In value for money (VFM) culture, 
consumer rights represent choice as a form of freedom, whereby following Peters and 
Waterman (1982), ‘the customer is king’. However, there is more than a little 
ambiguity surrounding whether doctoral students are perceived of as valued 
customers, whose perceptions of the goods they purchase should be accommodated, 
or whether they are more simply perceived as valuable customers, in terms of the
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revenue they provide for universities. I suggest that whilst the relationship between 
the state and the university could be described as existing in a state of tension, what 
should not be over looked, is that both are highly powerful players and that the 
existing contract remains mutually supportive.
According to Webster & Parsons (1999), Third Way politics is indicative of a 
narrowing of party political differences. This appears to echo the sentiments written 
almost half a century before by Tawney (1952:19), who remarked that,
The ideological issues dividing left from right have been reduced to little 
more or little less government ownership and economic planning...it 
really makes very little difference which political party controls the 
domestic policies of nations.
However what both commentators fail to allude to, is that the narrowing of party 
differences and the emergence of what Kapferer, (2000) terms, the ‘corporatising 
state’, are global phenomena. One of the effects in the UK is that Third Wayism has 
reinterpreted the concept of welfarism. Whilst reform in the early 1990s of The 
National Health Service acted as a model for the introduction of a private/public 
funding mix for a state institution, the university has followed close behind with 
student fees and research contracts, now more than simply topping up the state’s 
direct contribution to the university system. On initial inspection it would appear that 
this has led to a favourable change in the power of the university in its relationship 
with the state.
Table IV: showing sources of income in sterling and as a percentage of total revenue. 
Figures are for the academic year 1997/1998. (Source: HESA July 2000).
Year 1997/98 £ (Billion) % of total
Research Councils 4.5 38.8
Student fees 2.8 24.0
Direct government funding 2.6 22.5
Contract research income 1.7 14.7
Income total 11.6 100
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The table shows the government as providing less than a quarter of university income. 
Therefore whilst traditionally it has had the authority to regulate the shape and size of 
higher education provision, its contribution in purely financial terms does not make it 
the principle consumer. On the basis of financial input through the funding of 
studentships the Research Councils are the primary consumers and therefore it would 
not be implausible to suggest that they should have the greatest say in the research and 
post-graduate affairs of the university. Yet whilst the research councils and 
government together contribute 60% of the university’s income, the remaining 40% of 
income is derived from another quite different set of customers.
Whilst the government’s interests may lean towards standardising higher education, 
from a consumer perspective, choice is as important an issue as quality. However, 
whilst Spender (2000) notes that as consumers, students can and do vote with their 
feet, it is probably more accurate to interpret market culture as existing only in 
principle: in the sense of institutions being run as profitable businesses where inter 
university competition is very largely confined to competition for large scale research 
funding. A right wing perspective would view competition between higher education 
providers as not only necessary but healthy, in the sense that by marrying neo­
liberalism with knowledge there are potential gains for all to be achieved in ways that 
leave the university intact in the sense of its being detached from politics. For 
example Gibbons (2001), who suggests that competition should be viewed positively 
because it incorporates Mode II knowledge production (Gibbons et al, 1994) and it is 
therefore, a necessary and driving force for innovation or the advancement of 
knowledge at a strategic level. In Gibbons’ words (2001:11),
Universities have barely begun to grasp that their futures cannot be 
sustained by incremental innovation alone. They have been slow to realise 
that globalisation sets up an imperative for radical innovation and this 
effectively places them in a dynamically competitive environment.
Gibbons makes a distinction between static and dynamic competition, with static 
competition resulting in the ‘belief that somehow each university can go it alone’. 
Gibbons (2001:12) summarises this argument by concluding that,
It is not in the isolating environment of static competition but in the co­
operative environment generated by dynamic competition the ‘species’ 
called universities will flower in the future...precise configurations of
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these collaborations in the new context will be less the job of governments 
and more the work of individual institutions trying to establish a basis for 
future operations. Putting it bluntly in the context, universities need to 
decide for themselves what they are to make of themselves.
I cannot help but feel that Gibbons wants the best of both worlds for if education is an 
end in itself and the university is to remain an autonomous institution, then what is 
taught and who learns within the university becomes not just matter of training a 
suitably qualified workforce to meet the nation’s competitive needs, as seen in terms 
of service to society, but a conceptualisation that reverts back more closely to the 
advancement of knowledge and the development of the student. However the issue 
that universities must then address is, what is knowledge, for this has massive 
implications when deciding what should be taught or offered to students in the way of 
programmes of study.
If as some may claim, the university is at the centre of the knowledge economy then 
by default, the university functions only to validate or legitimate the knowledge 
deemed necessary by that economy. Yet according to Brew (1999:292), it is an 
economy that rejects, “the idea that knowledge is the creation or discovery of a body 
of knowledge which is detached or separated off from the people who develop it”. 
However according to Foucault (1972:182), “knowledge being the group of elements, 
formed in a regular manner by a discursive practice... is defined by the possibilities of 
use and appropriation offered by discourse”, and as this chapter has shown, neither 
state nor university subscribe to just one ideological perspective. The state has both 
an economic and a democratic agenda, as does the university.
‘Democracy is a tricky business’ (Marr, 2002)
Two of the last major reforms to the university sector as a whole, were the 1963 
Robbins Report, which according to Barnett (1999:293) represented ‘the internal 
voice’ of Higher Education itself, and the Bearing Report of 1997, which by contrast 
represented an ‘external set of voices’. Thus being less sympathetic, or biased, it 
called for a thorough critique of the purpose of the university. The two reports were 
in many ways similar, but as Barnett (1999:295) comments, Bearing’s inference that 
higher education should become, “integrally bound up with the regeneration and 
development of the economy”, signalled a major change in the relationship between
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the university and the state. However as already discussed in this chapter, whilst 
contributing to the regeneration and development of the economy could be interpreted 
as a form of service to society, the university has two other equally important 
missions. These are the advancement of knowledge, which is discussed in the two 
following chapters and, the development of the student, which is discussed in this 
section. That the Liberal tradition has survived so long within the university, is to a 
large extent contingent upon the huge popularity of non-vocational programmes of 
study (such as the PhD) and also the ongoing presence of extramural departments. 
These had stemmed from the University Extension movement at Oxford and 
Cambridge which had begun in the latter years of the 19th century, with the lofty 
objective of democratising education and society more generally. According to 
Phillips (2000), in the wake of the French revolution there was on the one hand fear 
amongst middle and upper-classes of mass social uprising which, it was felt, could be 
defused by inculcating the masses with middle-class values, whilst on the other hand, 
there was the fear that opening education to the masses would be like ‘a spark to a 
train of gunpowder’. However, as Fieldhouse (1996:41) notes, through its practices 
the extension movement, “sought to integrate the working class within middle-class 
socio-economic structures and modify working-class consciousness and political 
opinion”. Therefore it can be suggested that within liberalism there is always the 
potential for ill-liberalism (Wincott, 1999).
The potential for ill-liberalism within education was not limited to the 19th century, 
for example Benn (1996:384) commenting on the 1944 Education Act (The Butler 
Act), describes the situation as being one where.
The rhetoric of the 1944 Act was that of equality of access. However this 
concentration on access rather than equality of outcome allowed women’s 
secondary status and subordination to still remain invisible and women 
were silenced by the ideology of equal opportunities.
The same could still be said to apply to the situation regarding women’s and other 
non-traditional students participation at the doctoral level. For example, in the year 
1997/98 whilst female registrations at undergraduate levels accounted for 54% of all 
registrations, at doctoral levels female registrations account for only 40% of total 
registrations. Moreover as table 5 on the following page demonstrates, the pattern of
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participation by field and gender is highly skewed with male registrations 
overwhelming the numbers of female registrations in the dominant disciplines.
Table V showing doctoral registrations of UK students for year 1997/98 by field of 
study and gender. (Source: Personal request from HESA 2001 via SRHE)
Field or discipline of study Female Male Female participation as % 
of total field registrations
Engineering & technology 1077 5515 16
Computer science 274 1273 18
Mathematical sciences 296 972 23
Physical sciences 2361 5852 29
Architecture, building & planning 185 419 31
Business & administrative studies 680 1255 35
Humanities 1271 1994 39
Combined 420 583 42
Creative arts & design 418 587 42
Agriculture & related subjects 320 357 47
Social, economic & political studies 2015 2245 47
Law 250 270 49
Medicine and dentistry 2335 2417 49
Librarianship & information science 140 133 51
Veterinary science 146 130 53
Biological sciences 4122 3618 53
Education 1297 1094 54
Languages 1722 1422 55
Subjects allied to medicine 1410 1053 57
Grand total 20739 31189 40
There are commentators who recognise that national policies which hide behind the 
seemingly benign mask of democracy, are little more than thinly disguised attempts to 
reform higher education to satisfy national and global economies (Coffield, 1999; 
Olssen, 2001). However, few have appeared to question whether this unfair
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distribution of opportunities, or more bluntly exclusion of women from the higher 
domains of elite production, is a matter for concern. In the contemporary debate of 
how the university and subsequently the doctorate could be defined, consideration of 
democratic issues appears conspicuous by its absence. Possibly this is because, as 
Welch (1991:87) notes, regarding the persistence of inequalities throughout Higher 
Education,
... the inability of most communities to engender or accept a thorough 
critique of their own purposes and their terms of implementing those 
purposes... many communities are flawed -  unable to see as unjust the 
inequality crucial to its functioning.
Yet as Mills (1997: 67) notes, on the power of the discourse, “those discourses which 
are commented upon by others are the discourses which we consider to have validity 
and worth”. The university happily comments on flaws in the government’s approach 
to democratising education yet it ignores any expression of elitism and exclusion that 
continues to exist within the university. Therefore Welch’s reference to the idea that 
inequality can be crucial to a community’s functioning is important, for what has not 
changed throughout its history is the fact that the university is a right wing institution. 
Therefore, perhaps it would be more honest to comment that, as an institution, it is 
willing to recognise that residual elitism within the doctorate is crucial to its 
functioning. That the doctorate is crucial to this, lies not only in the fact that it is only 
the power to confer doctorates that separates the university from other education 
providers, but that it also lies at a more abstract level in the concept of autonomy. 
According to Johnson et al (2001), the ultimate goal of doctoral education is the 
production of the autonomous scholar and I think that therein lies the key to unlocking 
the doctoral black box; for at the very heart of the idea of the university lies the 
concept of academic autonomy and the right of self-regulation.
According to Olssen (2001), autonomy as a concept, is itself mere illusion, for as 
individuals our level of freedom is interdependent with the social structures within 
which we create a space for our work. This chapter has shown that whilst political 
objectives may increasingly be seen as driving educational policy, resistance to 
government intervention remains strong for the actual provision of doctoral education 
is conducted within autonomous institutions and whether at an operational or strategic 
level, it is enacted by individuals. Furthermore, political and philosophical affinities
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of individuals involved in the policy processes vary yet their motives are rarely made 
explicit. Therefore, I have not attempted to speak of policy as a coherent process, 
from its instigation, to its making, its interpretation or its implementation, but in a 
manner which has taken into account different stakeholder interests and the ways in 
which power is exercised, by those who Barnett (1990:121) refers to as, ‘the big 
guns’, in achieving those objectives. Moreover what should not be overlooked, is that 
it is not a level playing field either outside or within the university: for there are many 
master players. Ultimately though, it is still the ‘guardians of academe’ who have the 
power to determine the extent of the space we may create for our work.
The question that I have left unanswered, is whether reliance upon the traditional 
academic discourse is adequate for the university to maintain its power to determine 
the future direction of the university and ultimately the doctorate. However, whilst no 
definitive answer is provided I offer the following quotation from Berger and 
Luckmann (1966:138/9), as not only does it demonstrate the fragility of the position 
of the guardians of the university but also it will be the basis for some of the ideas I 
will examine in the discussion of my fieldwork during later chapters.
The experts in the tradition {of any given society) are recognised as such 
by virtually all members of the society and have no competitors to deal 
with. This does not imply that such societies have no sceptics, that 
everyone without exception fully internalised the tradition, but rather that 
what scepticism there is has not been socially organised to offer a 
challenge to the upholders of the ‘official’ tradition. In such a situation the 
monopolistic tradition and its expert administrators are sustained by a 
unified power structure. Those who occupy the decisive power traditions 
are ready to use their power to impose the traditional definitions of reality 
on the population under their authority {my addition).
By reviewing aspects of the policy discourse surrounding the idea of the university I 
have presented one set of perceptions surrounding the PhD. My standpoint has been 
that throughout much of the history of the university its relationship with the state has 
been marked by regulation and control. Yet perhaps this is not so surprising, for 
according to Mills (1997:71), a Foucauldian interpretation sees education as nothing 
more than a political discourse of regulation, about which Foucault (1981:64) writes,
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What after all is an education system, other than the ritualisation of 
speech, a qualification and fixing of the roles for speaking subjects, the 
constitution of a doctrinal group, however diffuse, a distribution and an 
appropriation of a discourse with its powers and knowledges.
The state requires governable institutions in order to meet its political objectives and 
the university’s role in this relationship has remained the production of governable 
subjects. Governable subjects in the sense that ‘traditionally’ the university has had 
the right to legitimate knowledge and determine who should be considered as having 
mastery of that knowledge. Therefore through direct regulation of the university the 
state indirectly achieves regulation of the subject by proxy. However, it is a fiduciary 
relationship, for in return for having placed its trust in the state and for having been 
prepared to be flexible, the university continues to retain a huge level of power and 
autonomy.
Over the last four chapters I have reviewed the discourses surrounding the idea(ls) of 
the university and their links to the idea of the doctorate. I have covered a huge area 
and as such it may appear overly broad in its eclecticism however, this was necessary 
in order to take an archaeological approach to analysing the discourse: for according 
to Foucault (1972:171),
Instead of considering that discourse as made up of a series of 
homogeneous events, archaeology distinguishes several possible levels of 
events within the very density of discourse.
The density of the doctoral discourse arises because events and ideas are deeply 
entangled within the identities of the players and the power balance that exists in their 
relationship to each other. However, whilst an archaeology cannot nor aims to, look 
forwards in order to solve problems, my justification for having adopted an 
archaeological approach is that it can, as noted by Foucault, ‘throw some light on the 
matter’. According to Foucault (1972:157), the requirement of an archaeological 
analysis is to “point at where contradictions are constituted, to define the form that 
they assume, the relations that they have with each other, and the domain they 
govern”. In the first chapter of part II, I reviewed ‘the domain that is governed by the 
PhD’ - philosophy: in chapter six I present my review of the issues surrounding ‘the 
form that the discourse assumes’, through looking at the process from the standpoint 
of writing a doctoral thesis. However, in this and the previous chapter I did not set out
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to create ‘an argument’ either for or against the position of the university, instead I 
have laid out what I perceive to be the contradictions and areas that are problematic 
with the university’s claim that the doctorate’s legitimacy rests on it being defined 
solely on its own terms.
The frames of reference used by the university are not only constructed by the 
discourse, for they also reinforce the idea that those beliefs which act to support the 
discourse should be permitted to dominate. If however different frames of reference 
are used, then the focus of the discourse alters and it becomes possible to look at the 
same situation but from a different standpoint or perspective. For example, a 
dominant perception is that the forces of globalisation directly shape the 
contemporary higher education context however, as previously commented, it is not 
only what we do write about but also what we don’t, that creates a discourse. 
Therefore I choose, to only very briefly refer to the globalisation discourse, for were I 
to over-focus on the economic aspects of the discourse, the personal and subjective 
would become marginalized even within this text. This is a piece of critical writing 
and therefore my aim is to challenge the existing discourse by demonstrating the 
validity of other more marginalised views from within the same discourse. However, 
as in the following chapter where I discuss the implications, the space I am licensed or 
permitted to create has previously been defined.
112
On identity and representation
This chapter covers two important aspects of the story I tell. The first is my critique of 
the concept of methodology, where I discuss the implications this has for interpretive 
social science. The second is where I reflect upon how I perceive this as impacting 
upon my freedom, to tell the story of telling the research story. This chapter’s 
contribution to the story being told, is that whereas the two previous chapters look at 
regulation o f  the university, this chapter looks to regulation of the subject by the 
university.
In chapter four I noted Jaspers’ (1965) belief that, if any of the three missions were 
isolated the spirit of the university would perish, however Jaspers’ reference to the 
spirit of the university denies the ‘fact’ that the idea of the university is, as I have 
already illustrated, a discursive construct. Moreover it is in the university’s best 
interests, as a self-serving institution, to protect and actively reinforce this construct. 
Chapters 4 and 5 concentrated on the practical issues involved in the bargain that was 
struck between the state and the university however, I now explore the conceptual 
level aspects of this relationship. In the two previous chapters the university was 
portrayed as being the honourable party guilelessly fighting to protect its rightful 
position in the field of power. However, if as Habermas (1971:7) suggests, the 
university’s right to autonomy rests on the inculcation of hegemonic social values, 
then following Foucault this results in the production of governable subjects. For 
according to Foucault (1980), the most dominant form of power that permeates 
society is directed towards govemmentality and this ultimately aims to constitute the 
subject as a governable or docile subject. Working from this position, adoption of a 
critical stance was highly appropriate as it permitted me to question whether the 
university is an innocent, deserving protection from the state, or an informed player in 
the field of power. Whilst the field of power may not be a level playing field, the 
university is a highly powerful player and as such maintaining the appearance of an 
arm’s length relationship (articulated as antagonism towards state intrusion), can be 
seen to be beneficial in two ways. Firstly, it masks over the duplicitous elements
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involved in the relationship and secondly, by deflecting attention away from the issue, 
it removes the grounds for questioning the university’s legitimacy to regulate its 
subjects. However as Reynolds and Trehan (2000:267) assert, all critical approaches 
should aim to; question assumptions, ask questions which are not meant to be asked 
which in so doing foregrounds the processes of power. On this basis it is highly 
justifiable for me to examine how the university continues to defend its claim to be an 
autonomous institution and in this chapter I do so by reviewing the ways in which the 
concept of the autonomous scholar is on the one hand promoted but on the other, is 
controlled within the university. The crucial relevance of this for my analysis of the 
doctorate is, as I earlier noted by referring to Johnson et al (2000:137), that the goal of 
doctoral education is still assumed to be the production of the autonomous scholar. 
Therefore my previously stated claim that doctorate is inextricably linked to the 
identity of the university has strong relevance here.
Autonomy in relation to authority
System level differences between universities are not the focus of this discussion and 
excellent texts can be found elsewhere, for example, Becher and Kogan, 1992; Ball, 
1994; Bargh et al, 1996; Shattock, 1996 and Watson, 2000. However, irrespective of 
individual differences in structure and subsequent ethos or culture at an institutional 
level, what it is important to remember, is that the right to act as autonomous 
institutions has been granted, based upon their collective body, as a system. And 
therefore as Bourdieu and Passeron (1997:178) note, this high level of autonomy 
enables them to, “serve external demands under the guise of independence and 
neutrality, i.e. to conceal the social functions it performs and so to perform them more 
effectively”. It is recognition that it is a guise of neutrality which provides the links to 
my ideas concerning the sense of mystery surrounding the doctorate and my 
suggestion above, that the relationship between the state and the university contains a 
duplicitous element.
Under the conditions of a massified system the university is a ‘field of large scale 
production’ (Bourdieu, 1993a: 115), which submits to the laws of competition. This 
according to Fulton (2001:82), has left individual universities as little more than 
mediators of national policies and resulting in ‘the corruption of an ideal’ (Cowen, 
1997). Moreover, according to Musselin (2001), this has not only changed the
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relationship between the state and the university per se, but has also affected the 
behaviours and identities of individuals within this relationship. Henkel (2000) 
recognises this process and describes it as one of ‘translation’, in that whilst there is a 
need to ‘digest’ the external pressure to ‘manage’ and therefore be seen to conform, a 
process of policy translation occurs. The translation of policy texts occurs through 
attempts to retain the strong sense of academic autonomy and freedom that is 
necessary to preserve the idea of the university. Moreover as my interviews with 
academics powerfully illustrated to me, this occurs at a collective and individual level 
both within individual universities and at a system level. Yet almost ironically, this 
ability to translate policies into processes that act to favourably protect the 
university’s autonomy, is almost totally contingent upon the power of self-regulation.
The power to determine the criteria for judging legitimacy
According to Kant (1798 [1979:23]), ‘only scholars can pass judgement on scholars’, 
however as implied by the heading title, with the university holding such a high level 
of autonomy to determine the legitimacy of knowledge claims, there is an issue of 
who judges the judges? For as Bourdieu and Passeron (1997:18) caution,
...legitimacy is indivisible: there is no agency to legitimate the legitimacy 
giving agencies, because claims to legitimacy derive their relative 
strength, in the last analysis, from the strength of the groups whose 
material and symbolic interests they directly or indirectly express.
Whilst the popular press and policy texts may contribute to the discourse of the 
legitimacy of the university, it should not be overlooked that the majority of the 
literature ‘on’ the university, is produced by the university and regulated, through peer 
review, by academics. There is a tendency therefore that what is judged is the song 
and not the singer. There are a few notable exceptions to this, for example Bourdieu’s 
prolific writing on the French education system and Becher’s (1989) interpretation of 
the constraints of a system organised along the lines of ‘Academic Tribes and 
Territories’. Similarly, Morley’s (1999) account of ‘The Micropolitics of the 
Academy’, judges the singer, but unlike the two previous examples it does so from a 
marginal perspective.
Similarly, literature discussing institutional level authority is plentiful whilst by 
contrast inquiry specifically regarding the relationship between the university and its
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authority to regulate what constitutes legitimate doctoral knowledge is still only in its 
infancy. This relative scarcity could suggest at least two possibilities: either the 
doctorate is a taboo subject in the ‘culture of obedience’ (Slater, 2001), or despite 
acknowledging problems elsewhere in the degree hierarchy, the university’s 
monopoly position is seen as rendering justification for the doctorate as unnecessary. 
Yet as Boumer (2000) notes, since 1992 and the introduction of professional 
doctorates to the English system, doctoral education itself has slowly, but surely, been 
changing and whilst changes have been piecemeal, no attempt has been made by those 
within educational research to examine how these changes may affect the legitimacy 
of the university. This absence of critical enquiry serves to reinforce my claim that the 
university would rather not justify its own practices, preferring instead that the 
doctorate should remain shrouded in mystery and its assessment be ‘cloaked in 
secrecy’ (Morse, 2001). Therefore, working from a critical position, the questions that 
arise are, in whose interests is it that it should remain so? Would lifting the veil be 
considered as constituting what Dingwall (1997:61) refers to as, exposé journalism 
simply masquerading as scholarship? Because if it did who in the university might 
choose to write about these changes and why?
The myth of the doctorate
In the previous paragraph I asked the question why has the doctorate remained 
shrouded in mystery and its processes been hidden away behind closed doors. By 
asking why, my question makes the assumption that the doctorate has been shrouded 
in mystery. I suggest that this is an appropriate assumption for, as discussed in chapter 
three, it has only been very recently that scrutiny of doctoral processes has begun to 
appear in the literature. Moreover, it is important to remember that whilst for those 
working within academe the doctorate may be perceived of as a commonplace title, to 
those outside the university it is not. As a student commented to me, ‘part of the allure 
of the PhD is that it’s a little bit mysterious, arcane, you know’ (Geoff: 119-120).
Furthermore, even the most cursory search of the available literature on the doctorate 
shows that educational research on the doctorate from a critical perspective is rare. 
Although there are probably many more, here I suggest two interrelated reasons for 
this. The first is the power of peer review and the second is the dominance of the
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scientific discourse. For many academic writers or researchers the visibility and 
influence of other contingent events is considered much more immediate, for example 
issues around funding and completion rates etc. Not only are funding and completion 
rates topical and therefore more likely to lead to publication but with their attention 
directed away from the university, instead of towards the university, they become safe 
topics. For as Bourdieu (1995:22) notes, “It is infinitely easier to take up a position for 
or against an idea, a value, an institution or a situation, than to analyse what it truly is 
in all its complexity”. Therefore adopting an uncritical stance becomes safe in the 
sense that the work produced fits comfortably within the dominant discourse and as 
such this type of writing will add and not detract from an author’s academic 
reputation. The importance of which, as Packwood et al (1998) note, is that in 
academic circles, power in the sense of having voice and of being published, is almost 
solely dependent upon reputation. Also, on a more individual level, as Skeggs (1997) 
notes, academic writers are no more immune to the desire for acceptability and 
respectability than anyone else. However, as a student whilst I may aim to question 
the authority of dominant perceptions of the doctorate, if one accepts Kant’s claim 
that only a scholar can judge a scholar, it means that before I have the authority to 
question the wisdom of my elders, I must first assert my claim to be a scholar. 
However, the difficulty of achieving insider status, whether in a doctoral thesis or any 
other academic text, is not insubstantial for as Hill Collins (1990:219) notes.
If the epistemology used to validate knowledge comes into question, then 
all prior knowledge claims validated under the dominant model become 
suspect.
The idea of the doctorate — and the form it assumes
According to Becher (1989), some disciplines are more permeable than others when 
receiving new ideas, particularly those that challenge the orthodoxy of the discipline. 
Education as a disciplinary area, which has witnessed the introduction of the 
professional doctorate and the different set of knowledges it brings, could be said to 
be a relatively permeable field. Contemporarily within educational research, there is 
ongoing debate concerning the most appropriate form of assessment for professional 
doctorates and much of the discussion revolves around conceptual confusion 
regarding whether professional practices constitute a discipline. For whilst 
traditionally the university has had the authority to control the boundaries of
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disciplinary knowledge, practice issues have traditionally been regulated by 
professional bodies outside the university
However, although these differences exist what, as yet, remains largely unchallenged 
is the idea that a substantial body of writing constitutes a measurable outcome that can 
be legitimated according to academic standards. Therefore, it remains that to become 
an insider or member of the tribe, there must be a rite of passage - and the form that it 
currently takes is the thesis.
Handsomely bound and gold-lettered, they look like books; they are 
books. Though most diverse in style and subject, they have one 
characteristic in common: no one ever reads them...it is also true that 
certain doctoral dissertations, animated by some wandering breath of the 
divine, have crawled out of the academic ooze and led the life which is 
permitted of a book. A friend of mine had his thesis (said to be unusually 
excellent; I did not read it myself) published by a reputable university 
press. Four copies were sold: he suspects his mother (Bishop, 1940:57/58 
with parentheses in original).
The above extract may be written in a satirical style but it remains as a sad indictment 
of the potential for the knowledge contained within a thesis to be disseminated, other 
than to an academic audience. However, I included the quotation for it also illustrates 
the idea that theses are discrete entities belonging to a certain category or genre of 
text. Also whilst the style a thesis is presented in, plus its subject or topic matter will 
to an extent vary, according to the discipline in which it is located, what they have 
much in common, in that they are the basis of doctoral assessment. According to 
Bishop (1940:58), there is what he termed ‘a theory of the thesis’ within the sciences 
and the social sciences, which is based upon the ‘production of a fact of the second 
degree’ which is arrived at through testing, analysis and synthesis of first degree facts. 
Whilst Bishop does make the distinction between science and social science, the 
language used in the description relies heavily on positivistic notions of social science 
as being a discipline concerned with facts. However, it is not always that simple to 
determine what counts as a fact, for as Hutcheon (1989:57) notes, “facts are only 
events to which we have given meaning”. An alternative perception to the belief that 
the doctorate is all about producing facts is suggested by May (1997:13), who
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believes that “It is the world of ideas in which we are interested as social scientists”. 
May therefore claims that as a result, the methods of the social sciences should not be 
considered inferior to those of the sciences but just different. Yet, as I discuss further 
in chapter 11, this is a somewhat uncritical position to adopt for, within the university, 
disciplines do not operate on a level playing field anymore than individual universities 
operate on a level playing field.
The power of positions in the field
Earlier I suggested two possible reasons as to why critical search into the doctorate is 
rare and I now turn to the second of these, the issue of disciplinary power to regulate 
the production of knowledge within the university. The scientific-rationalistic 
tradition dominates, or in Bourdieu’s phraseology, exerts a form of ‘symbolic 
violence’ within the objectivity and subjectivity discourse. Traditionally Cartesian 
dualism has represented the rational and objective as male but the emotional and 
subjective as female. Yet many contributors to the discourse of sociology of scientific 
knowledge, (Latour and Woolgar, 1979; Collins and Pinch, 1993; inter alia), have 
demonstrated that beliefs regarding the naturalness of this dichotomous thinking, 
which projects the image of traditional (male) scientific ways of thinking as being 
rational and devoid of emotion or subjectivity, as false and nothing more than a 
discursive construction. A discourse that has been constructed and reinforced through 
the repeated practice of the positivistic belief that, objectively following a clearly laid 
out methodology will produce ‘reliable’ and therefore valid results. However, the 
concept of methodology and how it is applied is not unproblematic. By referring to 
the ‘application’ of methodology does not imply that I am conflating the application 
of methodology with application of a method: they are not one and the same thing. 
For as discussed in chapter two, case studies as methods can be used to support the 
framework of research from a variety of approaches. That I am even considering 
critiquing the notion of methodology, may at first appear strange because 
methodology is something all social scientists ‘do’ and regularly ‘refer to’ in the 
literature. However, despite ongoing debates regarding the wisdom of applying 
scientific methods to social science research, as can be found in the quantitative- 
qualitative debate (Tooley, 1998; Humphries, 1998; Hammersley, 2000), I concur 
with Burton (2001:174), who describes this as ‘a sterile debate’. Sterile in the sense
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that the literature it produces is leading knowledge nowhere because it remains based 
on the assumption that there can be differences in methods but not in the idea that a 
methodological approach needs to taken. Therefore, perhaps more fruitful questions 
that could be asked are, what does reliance on the word methodology say? and by 
extension omit to say, and how does this relate to the discourse of the advancement of 
knowledge? - a discourse in which the doctorate is firmly located.
Whilst ‘methodology’ may simply be used to refer to the study of methods, the point I 
am making is that all the time the word ‘methodology’ continues to be used, then 
criteria applied to positivistic scientific practices continue to be used as the measures 
by which all other forms of research should be judged. As a result the freedom to 
develop more informed ways of conceptualising what research could be, remain 
marginalised. The issues is that, whilst broadly speaking the word positivism is now 
used more as a derogatory epithet than a descriptive concept (Giddens, 1974: ix), as 
Bloor (2000) recognises, it is still necessary to remain mindful that the process of 
research is biased towards positivism thus reinforcing notions of the rational man -  
irrational woman. However what should also be recognised is that there is a 
difference between epistémé as the ‘understanding by theorists’ and techné, the 
‘technical manipulation of facts’ (Mullan, 1987:92 and Gouldner, 1972). Therefore 
by making a clear distinction between the epistemological and methodological issues 
within positivism, it becomes plausible to suggest that although some quantitative 
social science based research may reject the epistémé of positivism, it remains 
legitimate that it be judged on the basis of its techné. However, for qualitative 
research which rejects both the techné and the epistémé of positivism it appears not 
only questionable but also somehow ‘illogical’ that it should be validated with 
reference to positivistic terminology.
So back again to positions in the field
It is at this fundamental level of beliefs concerning the philosophical assumption 
underlying the difference between facts and ideas, which continues to impact upon the 
status and legitimation of interpretive research. However, as Harding (1993:69) notes, 
whatever remains critically unexamined retains its legitimacy and therefore this 
permits even false truths to appear legitimate. The situation is further exacerbated in
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that perceptions regarding the status of any particular knowledge claim are heavily 
dependent upon one’s position in the academic hierarchy and that if speaking from a 
marginal position, perceptions regarding ‘received wisdom’ will be experienced very 
differently from those who are in a dominant position. Therefore, it would be naive to 
believe that simply because the words ‘qualitative, subjective, social science is 
inferior’ may never appear on any printed page, that knowledge produced as a result 
of research in the social sciences has equal status to that produced by the Sciences 
(with a capital S). For example, the emphasis on a scientific interpretation of 
methodology that is placed in doctoral research training and assessment is evidence of 
this. In the doctoral training programme that I attended, whilst the course contained 
both qualitative and quantitative elements, the basic introduction started with concepts 
such as validity, reliability etc. Therefore, although researchers working within a 
qualitative or interpretative paradigm may choose to express the belief that all that 
separates the sciences from the social sciences is a difference in methods, I think this 
is an insecure position to adopt. The reason being that it takes no account of the 
relational nature of difference and of what effect discriminatory attitudes towards 
certain forms of research may have on the status of that knowledge.
With reference to knowledge produced through doctoral study, there is growing 
demand, particularly from outside the university, for doctoral students to undergo 
more concentrated training in quantitative research methods as this is projected as 
more closely meeting the needs of industry and commerce. The calls from within the 
university for more interdisciplinary research (Gibbons et al, 1994) or the suggestion 
that both quantitative and qualitative research may be combined to give a clearer 
picture I interpret with some caution. For whilst claiming that methodological 
assumptions are all that separate paradigms is a dangerous basis to start working from, 
it also clouds the issue of how throughout the history of the social sciences, the 
legitimacy of any knowledge claims have tended to be judged according to 
methodological assumptions belonging to the Sciences. With reference to a social 
sciences doctorate however, what I am drawing attention to is the need to recognise 
that methodology is itself a scientific notion, for according to Collins (1994:984), 
“methodology is the branch of philosophy concerned with the science of method and 
procedure”.
121
The idea o f the doctorate On identity and representation
As such methodology is firmly rooted in the dominant scientific discourse. Yet as 
Bourdieu and Passeron (1997:29) note, any dominant discourse gets its strength by 
being presented as self evident and as having no alternative, about which they 
comment,
Against this insidious imposition, which produces through impregnation, a 
real belief, it seems to me that researchers have a role to play.. .they can 
analyse the production and circulation of the discourse.
This section of the thesis is my review of the discourses that construct the doctoral 
discourse which itself determines the legitimacy of any statements that may be made. 
Although reviewing the concept of methodology may appear tangential to my 
argument, my analysis is justifiable in that by questioning the university’s reliance on 
the discourse of methodology as a measure of outcomes, I am indirectly challenging 
the university’s authority to claim to advance knowledge per se. Currently any 
recognition given to the place of subjectivity is subsidiary or subservient to the need 
to preserve the validity of methodology, yet as I stated above methodology is a 
scientific concept therefore whilst it may be appropriate for the study of facts, the 
criteria for determining how ideas, beliefs and perceptions should be studied perhaps 
requires re-conceptualising.
The discursive production of the paradigm
Denzin and Lincoln (1998:185), when introducing their readers to the concept of a 
paradigm, describe how paradigms consist of three elements; ontology, epistemology 
and “methodology which focuses on how we gain knowledge about the world”. A 
doctoral thesis also contains these three elements. However whilst as I discuss in 
chapter three, ontological arguments may stem from positivist, post-positivist, critical 
or constructivist perspectives, at a practical level the legitimacy of a thesis (its 
epistemological claims) tend to be measured not upon their methodological 
assumptions per se, but whether or not it meets those of positivist or post-positivist 
ontologies i.e. against the conventional scientific criteria of, internal validity, external 
validity, reliability and objectivity. As almost any text book on research methods will 
confirm, these may be replaced by words such as trustworthiness or authenticity 
(Guba and Lincoln, 1989; Woolcott, 1990). Yet as Bourdieu and Passeron note 
(1997: xix), “it is impossible to eliminate completely the ideological overtones which
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all sociological vocabulary inevitably awakens in the reader, however many warnings 
accompany it”. (In acknowledgement of this I made my stand on page 29, where I 
referred to putting certain words under sous-rature by placing them in quotation 
marks). However what remains, is the idea that methodological level assumptions 
must be measurable or quantifiable. This problem is further accentuated in that the 
‘positivist legacy’ (Denzin and Lincoln, 1998:186), which requires that knowledge 
production and legitimation be seen as a linear process, is transposed upon the 
legitimation of research irrespective of whether or not it is from a positivist paradigm.
Diagram III showing a traditional depiction of the research process
The diagram is taken from Silverman (2000:79) ‘Doing 
Qualitative Research’ (my emphasis) yet the language of 
scientific knowledge production that it depicts can be found 
throughout the literature, as representing a stereotypical picture 
of the research process. This example of how even text books 
on qualitative research advocate the generation of ‘hypotheses’ 
and ‘methodology’ serves as an illustration of the many 
processes within social science research and the training of 
social scientists which continue to systematically reproduce the 
symbolism of science. Yet following Jenkins (1992:104), when 
enforced, such practices are a form of symbolic violence 
because within the culture of a university, the assumptions of 
Science continue to dominate. Whether science adds to the 
legitimacy of qualitative research or obscures the power 
relations which permit its imposition, is an ongoing question 
that social scientists will need to engage with. Moreover, it is 
not a new question as the following quotation from Sorenson 
(1904:142) demonstrates,
The feeling has been expressed in scholastic circles that sociologists have 
not risen to their opportunity, and the writer feels that at least one of the 
causes for this failure can be traced on the one hand to this over adoption 
of the so-called scientific method and on the other to the overt 
abandonment of the a priori.
ModelsI
Concepts
I
Theories
l
Hypotheses
I
Methodology
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I am mindful that any discussion surrounding the legitimacy of a scientific approach 
should not be conflated with the quantitative-qualitative debate, for as Mayer (2000) 
notes, within the field of educational research the ‘real’ issue is one of reputation and 
legitimacy. From this standpoint, in view of the types of questions being asked, whilst 
a scientific approach may not always be seen as appropriate, it remains perceived of 
as ‘better’, in terms of protecting the reputation of educational research within the 
wider research arena. Although wary of educational research sliding into relativism, it 
was interesting to note that Mayer (2000:38), concluded his argument by writing that, 
“If forces within our discipline succeed in freeing educational researchers from the 
pesky need to base their arguments on scientific data, all that remains is a chorus of 
equally valid opinions”. Though his concluding remark appears disparaging, I think 
the phrase inadvertently tells it as it is, for yes at last it would be acknowledged that 
all that remains, is a chorus of equally valid opinions.
A chorus of equally valid opinions?
This whole thesis is concerned with opinions and perceptions surrounding the 
doctorate yet as I have demonstrated, whilst all opinions and perceptions may be 
equally valid, it still remains that their expression is not accorded equal authority. As 
author I too was in the position of being an individual student with perceptions 
surrounding what a doctorate could mean and how far I could stray from what I 
perceived to be the rules of thesis writing, if my work is to be acceptably scholarly. 
The ‘generative grammar’ (Chomsky, 1985) that structured my being as a social 
scientist, had enabled me to know the kinds of words and concepts that would, in 
academic parlance, be considered as contributory to a thesis’ legitimacy, words like, 
positivism; rationalism; idealism; critical theory; post-structuralism. As words, they 
trip so lightly off the tongues of social scientists - yet inevitably a trip comes before a 
fall. Therefore, as author I wanted to make my argument as sound as possible, in order 
to avoid the dull cry that the personal is solipsistic and the subjective irrelevant. 
However, because Kant had claimed that only a scholar could judge a scholar it meant 
that in order to justify my right to question the authority of dominant perceptions of 
the doctorate, I believed that I first must demonstrate that I have learnt the rules of the 
tribe. Therefore, whilst I have provided my critique of the concept of methodology, in 
the section that follows, by presenting my review of how poststructuralism influenced
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my thinking, I am demonstrating that that I understand the concept of methodology 
and therefore my questioning of it, is legitimate.
In so doing possibly I could be accused of having, ‘succumbed to the very rules I want 
to challenge’ (Stalker, 1998:201) but I do not think it is my own insecurity that has 
let me be seduced by the power of convention. Rather that as I have already stated, 
one of the aims of this text is to make my thinking and writing as transparent as 
possible. Therefore, I choose to reflect upon Chenail’s (1995) statement that all 
qualitative studies should be two studies in one. The first being the carefully 
constructed argument for the position adopted, and the second being the account of 
how the position is reached. It is to the first of these assertions that I now turn. As a 
perspective, post-structuralism grew out of structuralism which as the term suggests, 
is any form of social analysis in which the structures of society, including language, 
are accorded primacy over the belief that individual thoughts or actions can be 
analysed to provide meaning. Structures can be considered the determining and 
defining sets of 'rules' by which society is constituted. In contrast to Modernist 
approaches, the Cartesian knowing subject becomes de-centred, the notion of the 
centred self is rejected as it is considered to be a social construction and therefore the 
subject dissolves in the ‘dissemination of language games’ (Lyotard, 1984). In 
abstract terms this is explained as the unified and stable sign of structuralism being 
rejected in favour of a plurality of representations whereby reality becomes the 
product of many, diverse signifying activities. From this position it follows that no 
universal or fixed system can be claimed as existing, for truths are negotiated through 
a series of subjective accounts (Winter, 2000). 'Reality' and knowledge claims become 
seen as nothing more than language games (Edwards, 2001:91). Nonetheless, as 
Hammersley (1987) reminds, what remains unchanged, is that the validity of a truth 
claim is dependent upon how convincing the argument is. Therefore, from a post­
structuralist perspective, if all reality is discursive, then the structures and signs that 
are used to legitimate arguments should become the focus of analysis.
Furthermore, once this understanding is applied to the university, then grand- 
narratives such as history, science or philosophy, which seek to totalize the field and 
therefore suppress all differences or alternatives, become incredulous. From a 
postmodern stance, this incredulity is expressed as a loss o f  faith in fixed value
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systems, their structures and their representation. My loss of faith in the universal and 
subsequent recognition of the diversity of positions that exist in the doctoral discourse 
enabled me to conceptualise all ‘explanations’ of events or structures as narratives. 
Narratives because the word narrative stems from the Latin verb narrare and its noun 
gnarus or knowing (Chambers, 1990). Therefore, narratives are simply ways o f  
knowing and by extension grand-narratives are ways of knowing but ones that should 
no longer be considered more valid than little, discontinuous and fragmentary, 
narratives. Narratives represent the language used to legitimate people’s behaviour, 
mine in this text and that of the students in their educational histories. Therefore, it is 
at this point that post-structuralism and postmodernism converge to a shared position 
within this thesis, which is that all forms of social reality and all truth(s) are nothing 
more than social constructions. Therefore by using narrative analysis which works 
from the basis that truth is a social construction, it became possible for me to examine 
the power issues involved in the ‘reality’ of the doctorate. I have done this by looking 
at the way the doctorate is constructed and investigated by research, plus also by 
examining the way in which that ‘reality’ is written about in the text. In my writing I 
have shared my perceptions regarding how I feel that as a doctoral student I have been 
‘constituted as a subject of my own knowledge’ (Humphries, 1997: 2.7). In the next 
part of this thesis, I write about how other participants perceive they have been 
constituted as subjects of their own knowledge and how this subsequently contributed 
to their perceptions of the doctorate. I therefore describe my approach to the whole 
research process as being post-structuralist, based upon Peters’ (1999: 4.1) 
interpretation that, “post-structuralism is not a single theory but a mode of thinking, a 
style of philosophising and a kind of writing”.
Telling the story about telling the story
The second of part of Chenail’s assertion is that the researcher should provide an 
account of how they reached their position. I have interpreted this as reporting on my 
role and perceptions when telling the story, based on the recommendation by West 
(1996:12) that researchers should acknowledge their presence because,
...all research is to an extent autobiographical in that it crosses boundaries 
between self and others, professional and personal lives. The problem is
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that most of the story of the researcher’s self has hitherto been omitted, 
repressed or denied.
However, if the distinction between omitted, in a passive sense and repressed or 
denied in an active sense is made explicit, it then becomes possible to examine 
whether this omission is connected to the context in which research is conducted. I 
suggest that within the context of a social sciences doctorate this omission of the story 
of the researcher’s self is very largely as a result of the dominance of the scientific 
discourse within academe. Whereby, rather than producing stories which make 
transparent the intertextuality of writing, the preference is for sanitised research as 
produced by scientific writing. I refer to intertextuality as being “the process whereby 
one text plays upon other texts” (Fox, 1995:1). At a very simple level, within 
academic writing the convention of citing and referencing is a form of intertextuality. 
However, as Fox further argues texts need not necessarily be written for they can also 
be social practices. Following Fox, my reviewing the different aspects of the 
doctorate from three very different perspectives is a form of intertextuality. Moreover 
based on this assumption, my experiences which contribute to the telling of the 
research story, are not only a means of justifying my position to the reader by 
providing a theoretical context, but they also make explicit the presence of 
intertextuality within the whole research process. I do not provide a thorough account 
of intertextuality for a full discussion of intertextuality can be found in Barthes (1977) 
but I have introduced the concept here to illustrate the many ways in which writing 
and research are multi layered and rarely linear or predictable.
Games people play
According to academic convention, the decision of how to present one’s findings, is 
not simply a matter of preference, but a fundamental recognition that theoretical 
approach is linked to research methodology and design (Silverman, 2000). Yet it can 
also be suggested that individuals choose their research areas for personal reasons 
(Boucher, 1994) and that research training received, departmental expertise and other 
contextual factors only subsequently influence choice of methodology (Mason, 
1996:19). The following is a direct quotation from West (1996:12) and I have 
included it here for not only does it clearly demonstrate the link between the
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individual and their research but the quotation closely resonates with my own 
experience.
Researchers frequently write about a project as if their interest, 
engagement and the process were purely theoretical and cerebral. In fact, I 
came to realise that in asking questions of others I was asking questions of 
myself: and in wanting to understand the conditions for effective learning 
in other’s lives, I wanted to understand more about these in my own.
If it is accepted that, knowledge generated in a social sciences doctorate is contingent 
upon who is doing the research, because an individual’s history will lead them not 
only to their specific question but also influence their decision of how to tackle the 
question methodologically, then the shift away from the person must be at the stage of 
writing and presentation. My discussion of the notion that methodology has been 
hijacked by science, was the way in which I demonstrated my claim that the 
separation of the personal from the epistemological involves the exercise of power. I 
describe my work as stemming from a critical perspective, which I outlined earlier as 
a mode of theorising which aims to challenge those theories, discourses and practices 
that assert that their regime of truth is the only truth. My aim therefore has been to 
explore how the power to regulate what constitutes valid academic knowledge is 
expressed and I have addressed this by reviewing the relevant discourses that 
constitute the doctorate. The story I have told so far, is that both the state and the 
university exercise power to mould doctoral students into governable subjects.
Students become governable subjects in the sense that as authors of doctoral theses, 
doctoral students learn to ‘play the game’. The idea that there is a doctoral game came 
from my interview with Jack (175-181), a strategic level academic who commented, 
“The PhD has to follow a certain sort of mould, in the way you present it... (the 
speaker then outlined the requirements)... and if you’re not willing to do that then it’s 
not playing the PhD game”. However, whilst I recognised the existence of these rules, 
in order to reinforce my critical position, I also wanted to demonstrate the possibility 
of ‘doing; and ‘presenting’ my research in a non-traditional style. The eclecticism in 
my theoretical framework reflects my attempt to write a story with its own integrity, 
by using various strategies in order to cover the wide range of discourses that 
construct the doctoral story, in both its telling and how it may be told. Yet at the same
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time, to maintain integrity the concepts and approaches I have adopted do share 
common ancestries in the work of the Chicago school. (See appendix page 30 for my 
diagram showing the overlapping spheres of their influence over my work). The two 
theorists who I rely on most heavily are Foucault and Bourdieu: Foucault for writing 
with and Bourdieu for thinking with.
I chose to write with Foucault for it enabled me to examine the ways in which 
knowledge claims are sanctioned (Philip, 1984:12). In writing chapters four, five and 
six Foucault’s genealogical and archaeological approaches helped me review the 
present context through looking to the past and at the ways in which discourses 
relevant to the doctorate are constructed and reinforced through traditional academic 
practices. Foucault’s basic ideas revolved around the status of the subject as always 
being in relation to power and knowledge which he (1972:200) expressed by writing 
that;
If I suspended all reference to the speaking subject...my aim was to show 
what the differences consisted of, how it was possible for men within the 
same discursive practice, to speak of different objects, to have contrary 
opinions and to make contradictory choices, in short I wanted not to 
exclude the problem of the subject but to define the positions and 
functions that the subject could occupy in the diversity of discourse.
Foucault’s explanation that different subject positions can exist within any discursive 
field links to Bourdieu’s theorising on structural relations. However, that I rely 
heavily on Bourdieu in my analysis and his ideas regarding the position of the subject 
as always being in relation to other positions, should not be taken to imply an 
uncritical acceptance of Bourdieu’s work. I am mindful of the criticism that his 
theorising has a tendency towards determinism, despite arguing for the opposite 
(Jenkins 1992). In addition, Bourdieu is concerned primarily with class relations yet 
these are not the focus of this research. According to Ball et al (2002), there should 
be greater recognition given to studies of class relations, but as I discuss in the 
following chapter, I decided that focusing on just one form of subordination was 
unproductive in that it denied the possibility of considering age, gender and ethnicity 
as factors which might influence perceptions of the doctorate. Moreover, even where I 
have referred to Bourdieu, I do not claim to ‘use’ Bourdieu’s theorising in a pure form 
in my analysis, but have been happy to mix Bourdieu with Foucault, in what Jenkins
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(1992:55) refers to as, ‘a cheerful promiscuity of method’. I do not consider this a 
weakness but a strength, in that it reinforces my claim that this research is a bricolage. 
The need that I felt, to move away from purism towards eclecticism, was also noted 
by Parr (1996:96), when writing her doctoral dissertation. She too found that it was no 
simple task to break away from the traditional practice of finding a theoretical 
framework and working exclusively with it but, that it was necessary to be eclectic, 
for often the available literature was inadequate in its powers of explanation.
A further reason I did not feel that relying solely on Bourdieu would be appropriate 
was that as noted by Grenfell (1996), Bourdieu believed that researchers objectify their 
own selves in objectifying others and that as author it is necessary not only to be aware 
of this but to take care not to impose onto the research meaning which comes from 
oneself. On the contrary, I propose that in any research the meaning that is applied to 
data is very heavily influenced by the individual researcher. Even in quantitative 
research facts do not speak for themselves for statistics have to be interpreted by the 
researcher. I therefore chose to reject Bourdieu’s (1990a: 59) ideas about the 
‘objectification of the act of objectification’, preferring instead the explicit subjectivity 
offered by standpoint theory (Harding, 1993). Standpoint theory sets the relationship 
between knowledge and politics at the centre of its account and it also acknowledges 
the significance attached to both subject and object of the research. In my research, 
this enabled me to reflect upon my social position (being a doctoral candidate) and 
how in turn this may have affected my understanding or interpretation of the students’ 
views that I am re-presenting here in this text. A potential weakness in standpoint 
theory however, is the claim by Hartsock (1990) that, standpoint theory by 
acknowledging its subjectivity becomes an even ‘more rigorous form of objectivity’. 
For as Hill Collins (1990) cautioned, this poses the potential risk that one may assume 
that one’s own standpoint is a clearer view of truth. I therefore rejected Hartsock’s 
interpretation of standpoint theory as permitting a form of strong objectivity, working 
instead with the more recent suggestion by Hawksworth (1999), that as opposed to a 
general theory, standpoint may usefully be applied as an analytical tool. For me it was 
a tool that I used when reflecting upon my position in this study as both researcher 
and author: it enabled me to acknowledge that being a doctoral student myself will 
have influenced my interpretation of events. By acknowledging the idea that 
knowledge and meaning are always in relation to one’s position also links closely
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with symbolic interactionist ideas concerning the temporal nature of meaning in 
relation to one’s position. The temporal nature of meaning, features heavily in the 
discourse of the development of the idea of the university and also in the student’s 
perceptions of the doctorate. In this section, I have made explicit the issues I 
considered when building my bricolage. In the next, I discuss the idea of putting ideas 
into practice and how this relates to the rituals of the game.
Rituals of the game
According to Agger (1991:122), even the ‘rituals’ of social science writing tend to 
eradicate the signs of ‘creative authorship’ which underlies all texts. However, as I 
have demonstrated in this text, as authors we can, as Agger suggests, make our 
writing less technical without sacrificing detail. However, there is the need to 
remember that whilst a doctoral thesis may argue for a ‘certain state of social being’ 
(in this thesis greater awareness of subjectivity in research), its legitimacy as a 
knowledge claim remains regulated by the rituals of the game. I cannot escape these 
rules but if as Danaher et al (2000:64) note, truth and knowledge are used to authorise 
and legitimate the workings of power, then as a scholar it is my role to, “expose the 
mechanisms through which truth is constituted and in whose interests it works” 
(Foucault, 1974:38).
In this chapter I have reviewed the legitimacy of the claim that the pursuit of truth is 
neutral and objective. I did this firstly by suggesting that, within the university, 
notions surrounding the pursuit of truth are still reliant upon a scientific model of 
truth. Furthermore, that whilst science’s claims to neutrality and objectivity can be 
shown to be false, the desire for ‘acceptability and respectability’, both at a 
disciplinary level and at the individual researcher level, continue to act as powerful 
reagents on practice. My position has been to build upon the philosophical discussion 
in chapter three and make explicit my belief that all research is subjective. But that if 
my research is to be considered as Larsson (1998) advocates, as having ‘harmony’, in 
the sense of an integrity within the whole process, then any textual contribution to the 
discourse should serve as an exemplar of how this might be achievable. Therefore, I 
intentionally write in a highly subjective manner in order that my presence in the text 
is palpable. Whilst I have followed academic conventions in citing and referencing, 
like a recalcitrant child I have kicked my heels against the inculcated belief that a
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doctoral thesis should include a literature review, preferring instead to produce a 
review of the discourses which are relevant to the context in which my work is 
located. Although containing some unconventional practices this thesis is, I believe, 
still recognisable as a thesis but one which is premised on the following belief as 
espoused by Sacks (1996:23) who comments, “What we who are sceptical about 
science’s hijacking of all explanations have felt most keenly, is the necessity to make 
both philosophy and science personal”.
A further example of how I have tried to put idea(ls) into practice is by writing in the 
first person. Whilst the practice of writing in the first person is becoming more 
common, it remains a break from what has come to be considered a conventional style 
of academic writing. Yet as a brief review of late 19th and early 20th century 
sociological and educational research literature showed me, the practice of writing in 
the third person has only a relatively short history. Writing in the third person only 
began to be routine at around the same time as the acceptance of science into the 
university in the late 19th century, which according to Burton (2001:172), “was seen 
as a means of rescuing humans from the pitfalls of theological certainty and from the 
solipsism of individual experience”. The detachment that science projected as a means 
of restoring order became reflected in the style of its writing. However, if the aim is 
to promote the belief that research is connected and subjective, then writing in the first 
person reflects this whilst at the same time highlighting, by contrast the sterility and 
inaccessibility of much traditional academic writing.
According to Jenkins (1992:159), traditional academic writing uses the device of 
‘literary distinction’ to elevate or add greater weight to texts through distancing them 
from everyday language and by implication ‘ordinary thought’. Jenkins (ibid) also 
refers directly to Bourdieu (1991:76), who when commenting on the effects of literary 
distinction noted that, “This appropriation of language produces the illusion of 
systematic order and, through the break with ordinary language thus affected, the 
illusion of an autonomous system”. The guardians of the idea of the university 
reinforce and protect the illusion of an autonomous system by aiming to standardise 
what constitutes ‘valid’ research, for in doing so it portrays an image of the university 
as an apolitical institution which society can trust to disinterestedly pursue objective 
truth.
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A little reflection on the power of discourse
Over the course of my review of the relevant discourses, I have discussed whether 
there is an idea of the doctorate and if so how the doctorate could be seen as 
contributing to the legitimacy of the university in contemporary society. The issues 
addressed in this and the previous chapter were not concerned with why the university 
has authority but how it maintains its legitimacy in an ever changing context. In this 
chapter my analysis focuses on the ways in which doctoral research is regulated 
within the university, asserting that the scientific discourse remains the dominant and 
therefore controlling discourse within the university. My perception is, that the power 
of the scientific discourse to determine what constitutes valid knowledge, acts as a 
constraint upon any interpretive sociological research that takes as its subject the 
university itself and legitimation processes within the university, in this case the 
doctoral thesis. In order to provide a framework for my conceptual level analysis I 
introduced post-structuralism to consider the notion of self in relation to society. I 
briefly introduced the work of Bourdieu as the critical theorist whom, in chapter 
eleven, I turn to again when presenting my analysis of the interrelationship between 
autonomy, power and identity, both of the individual and the university as an 
institution. I introduced Foucault in order to argue that, if multiple discourses and 
multiple positions exist within a discourse, then research which reflects the highly 
subjective and discursive nature of all knowledge claims is making an equally 
legitimate claim. Also, by considering research as praxis and writing as 
representation, I aimed to demonstrate that it is possible for an individual researcher 
to take responsibility for making their work as transparent as possible, in order to 
show that alternative ways of conceptualising research can exist and that this should 
be made explicit in the presentation of the text.
Together the four chapters of Part II have reviewed aspects of the doctoral discourse 
as defined by the literature produced by the dominant academic discourse however, I 
acknowledge that the globalisation discourse was only very briefly mentioned. This 
was not because I did not see its presence in the literature but that I chose not to 
comment on it. In closing chapter five I inverted Mills’ (1997) assertion that, writing 
or commenting on a dominant discourse contributes to its ongoing validity by stating 
that that not commenting on a discourse is a way of refusing to accept the validity of
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its arguments. Referring to the globalisation discourse would have reinforced the idea 
that the doctorate could only be defined by including it, yet my interest lies at the 
meeting of the macro within the individual, as opposed to the other way around. My 
aim is not to ‘celebrate’ the personal but on the other hand, neither am I prepared to 
believe that the subject has been irreducibly ‘dissolved in language games’ (Lyotard, 
1984). By looking to the person I do so on the understanding offered by Foucault 
(1972:209), on the relationship between the subject and the discourse. Although a 
long quotation it is presented for it serves as the basis of my understanding of this 
relationship and the potential for examining both conceptual and structural ideas 
through the perceptions and spoken words of individual subjects.
The positivities that I have tried to establish must not be understood as a 
set of determinations imposed from the outside on the thought of 
individuals, or inhabiting it from the inside, they constitute rather the sets 
of conditions in accordance with which a practice is exercised...to speak 
is to do something, to add a statement to a pre-existing series of 
statements is to perform a complicated and costly gesture, which involves 
a conditions, a context and rules; a change in the order of discourse does 
not presuppose new ideas, a little invention and creativity but 
transformations in a practice... I have not denied - far from it -  the 
possibility of changing discourse: I have deprived the sovereignty of the 
subject of the exclusive and instantaneous right to it.
With reference to my writing in a context where, on the one hand the sovereignty of 
the subject is challenged and on the other, its presence denied in the reporting of 
research, as Usher et al (1997:13) note, any discourse which asserts that there is only 
one legitimate route to academic knowledge, must be considered as being ideological 
in its intent. Capitalism is one such ideologically driven discourse, patriarchy another, 
and from a feminist perspective (Amot, 1992) the two are closely interrelated, 
particularly within the globalisation discourse. This is not a feminist piece of writing 
yet there is still room for a woman’s voices to be heard, not necessarily as a feminist 
but as a female writer who is aware and perceptive to the lived experiences of 
individuals and how these are politically and culturally constructed, my own included. 
Mindful of Stalker (1999:100) who reflects upon, “how to voice passionate concerns 
for women, make clear, poignant, political statements and still retain academic
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credibility”, I therefore choose not to include the globalisation discourse in my 
discussion. In so doing, at one level this text is a political statement and at a second it 
is an example or record of how I interpreted my ‘political’ interest within a practical 
process: writing in a personal manner is my attempt to demonstrate what Fox (1995) 
refers to as, writing as a form of resistance. Nevertheless, I am acutely aware of how 
much my exposure to academic thinking and discourses may have already infiltrated 
my experiences and my reflection upon those experiences, before I even started to 
create this text.
This section of the thesis (part II) is where I have reviewed the theoretical context and 
how the social and philosophical meet in a discursive sense. I have looked at the 
institutional context and discussed how the university has created an identity for itself 
but one heavily based on the idea that the university is a legitimate domain for the 
objective pursuit of truth. However, whilst the text to this point has been my analysis 
of the complex real life or in other words, discursive context of the whole university, 
it is now to the fieldwork and my meetings with real people that I turn in order to 
study a phenomenon (the doctorate), in its real life context.
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Part III 
Tales from the field.
The tools o f  a bricoleur
The researcher, if merely competent, will be ‘in the work’ -  emotionally 
as well as intellectually -  and often will be profoundly affected by 
experiences engendered by the research process itself 
(Strauss, 1987:10).
This second part of my ‘methods’ chapter reviews issues surrounding the use of 
interviews as methods or tools to collect fieldwork ‘data’. By entitling this chapter 
‘The tools of a bricoleur’, in making reference to tools in the plural, not only was I 
signalling that I had used a number of interview methods in order to generate my 
‘data’, but that being a bricoleur, I understand the subtleties of how tools may be used 
and the implications this has for what can be said and therefore known. In this chapter 
I discuss my rational for using standard semi-structured interviews with academics but 
biographical style interviews with the students. I also discuss how I put into practice a 
caring and connected approach: I provide this level of detail and explanation because 
in chapter two, I state that what held the many facets of my bricolage together was 
reflexivity, present in using personal experience as my overarching method.
This chapter’s opening quotation from Strauss (1987), with its reference to the 
researcher being profoundly affected by the research process, is my acknowledgement 
that like Bourdieu (1988:174), I too had found fieldwork to be a ‘transformative life 
event that sparked off the reflexive train of thought’. The motive behind locating this 
account so late in the thesis is because it also includes the narrative account of my 
experience as researcher and the responsibility I felt towards contributors. For 
ultimately how ‘data’ from the fieldwork were analysed and presented, was 
contingent upon how its gathering was experienced, both by myself and contributors. 
As researcher I did not devise or conduct my research in a vacuum (Morley, 1999), 
and whilst dominant academic discourses claim to produce neutral and objective 
research as Denzin (2000:261) notes, “nothing ever tells itself, nothing stands outside 
representation”. Therefore according to some writers (Landers, 2000 and Usher et al.
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1997), ultimately all research is narrative. The centrality of the concept of narrative as 
Richardson (1990) notes, is that narrative is not only a mode of representation but also 
the way in which people make meaning out of the events and experiences in their 
lives. The claim that biography as a from of narrative enables better understanding of 
the actions of individuals, is based upon the assertion that narrative is both a mode of 
reasoning and a mode of representation, for according to Richardson (1990:23), 
Autobiographically, narrative is how people articulate, how the past is 
related to the present... telling one’s story gives meaning to the past from 
the point of view of the present and the future.
Recognising the importance of narrative, I rejected research approaches that appear to 
treat the interview as a search and discovery mission (Holstein and Gubrium, 1995) 
instead I wanted to ensure that a caring feminist approach would underpin my 
fieldwork. Within the literature, wherever the suggestion that there can be a feminist 
way of interviewing is acknowledged, it is likely that Oakley’s (1979) germinal study 
will be referred to. From her experiences Oakley asserted that interviewing women 
was a contradiction in terms for as Denzin and Lincoln (1998:65) note, “traditional 
(masculinist) interviews exclude traits such as sensitivity, and emotionality that are 
culturally viewed as feminine”. However, according to May (1997:122) whilst a sense 
of disengagement is seen to reflect a masculine paradigm,
... the idea of ‘controlling’ the social distance or familiarity between 
interviewer and interviewee, or controlling for the dangers of ‘over­
rapport’ as some texts put it, is a contradiction in terms.
For as Oakley (1981:49 cited by Denzin and Lincoln 1998:65) argues, rapport and 
empathy should not solely be confined to feminist research but that in general terms 
‘there can be no intimacy without reciprocity’. Lather (1991), advocates the need for 
reciprocity between researchers and researched yet she also reminds us that this 
implies giving as well as taking. Therefore, during fieldwork, in relationships with 
those whom contribute to the research, we should be prepared to share our own 
histories and interests, to make them explicit not only implicit. Where appropriate I 
attempted to do this and feel that the empathy it engendered allowed me to receive 
much richer ‘data’ than otherwise expected. My sharing approach was not confined 
solely to the ‘interview’, but extended throughout the whole process, from initial 
contact, to returning transcriptions and analyses for their confirmation, through to
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sensitively acknowledging the issues that the participants felt were important. This 
form of openness and respect for the other, meant that meaning was negotiated not 
imposed.
According to Dingwall (1997:61), whilst interviews cannot show what is real they can 
tell researchers about how people construct meaning. Regarding whether or not 
interviews can be considered as anything other than representations, Ball (1994:a) 
makes the methodological point that as data, actors voices are polyvocal and can be 
understood in three different ways. Firstly as real stories or accounts, who said what, 
when and where and whose voices are heard. This focuses on descriptions of events 
and practicalities. Secondly, they can be understood as discourse or legitimate ways of 
talking and conceptualising practices, in this sense it is the discourses which speak for 
the actors and not the reverse. Finally, they can be understood as interest 
representation in the sense of being indicative of the structural and relational 
constraints and/or influence in the relationship between the needs of capital and civil 
society. The complexity of this situation regarding the intricacy of the relationship 
between reality and representation is recognised by Kincheloe and MacLaren 
(1994:144/5), yet they note the further issue that, “What we see is not what we see, 
but what we perceive”. My acknowledgement of this at a conceptual level is present 
in chapter three, where I refer to Mead’s symbolic interactionism and the idea that, no 
two people will ‘perceive’, even common, sets of experiences in the same way. 
Therefore, whilst my understanding of interviews is that they are valuable as sets of 
perceptions, my perception also remains that one of the most honest foundations from 
which a researcher can claim to know what people believe, is to ask them.
Different actors different tools
Although interviews were to be my tool, I recognised that different types of 
interviews would elicit different types of information. Moreover, as my discussion in 
the previous paragraph reflects, the influence of different types of connection with the 
doctorate between different actors also required acknowledgment in how I set about 
collecting their views. For as Deem & Brehony (2000:152/153) note,
...students, academics, managers administrative staff and support staff all 
live in different, if intersecting worlds. For students and academic staff 
different kinds of knowledge and the statuses and legitimacies attached to
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these also make for further subdivisions...those who identify with 
academic life are likely to attach different meanings to the process than 
those who see a research degree as a means to a different job or just enjoy 
studying for its own sake.
As a pilot study I had contacted six doctoral students whom I knew personally but 
who were studying at institutions other than those I later visited and asked them to 
discuss their decisions to undertake doctoral study with me. Themes that arose were 
discussed in supervision and it was agreed that I could most effectively build upon 
these by utilising an educational history approach in the twenty-nine student 
interviews that were subsequently conducted. I only conducted one pilot interview 
with an academic and at the time felt that this was adequate. However, whilst the 
interview was interesting in that it suggested to me that the frames of reference used 
by students and academics were different, with hindsight it may have been useful to 
have conducted more of these pilot interviews. The problem as I saw it was that whilst 
the use of an educational history approach permitted student participants to determine 
their own frames of reference when discussing the doctorate, the questions I had used 
in the academic pilot interview, which although derived from my understanding of the 
literature, did not offer the academic participant the opportunity to determine their 
own individual frames of reference. I had made the claim that it was more democratic 
to permit participants to determine their own frames of reference therefore I was not 
wholly comfortable withholding this right from academic contributors.
Considering that I was to be speaking with individuals with strategic level 
responsibility for their universities, it was perhaps not surprising that my original 
interview schedule had focused on policy level issues rather than personal level 
questions. Moreover, the very first interview of the main study was with the VC of 
Older University and I was unsure of whether I had the confidence to ‘walk into the 
lion’s den’ without a clearly laid out interview schedule. Therefore, in that interview I 
followed the same outline as I had in my pilot interview, the schedule of which is 
included in my research protocol in the appendix page 39. As it transpired I was 
relieved that I did stick with my planned schedule, for when I arrived he was sitting 
reading the copy of the proposed interview schedule that I had sent in advance of our 
meeting. However, what surprised me when I met with him was the relaxed style in
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which the interview proceeded. I had started by asking formal questions but as the 
interview wore on so he brought increasingly personal experiences to his responses. 
This seemed to confirm in practice, what I had been keen to promote at a theoretical 
level, that a connected and personal approach towards participants engenders greater 
empathy and therefore greater disclosure. This gave me a huge boost of confidence 
and therefore I decided to remove any sense of predetermined direction to my 
subsequent interviews with academics. I realised that I was confident enough in my 
own level of knowledge of the field to permit contributors to direct the flow of the 
conversation and if necessary would be able to reply authoritatively.
Adopting this approach aligned more closely with my participatory aims however, I 
was then left with the problem of deciding what the introductory question or 
framework should be in my subsequent interviews. What was decided was; what does 
the PhD mean to you and is it changing? Intentionally ambiguous it could be taken to 
suggest either change in the PhD or change in an individual’s opinion. I was happy to 
receive thoughts on either aspect and invariably both were covered. However, on one 
occasion an operational level academic asked me to clarify whether I was referring to 
the PhD in general or to the specific doctoral programme in their school. It may have 
been that the question was too vague but as the following excerpt from that interview 
suggests, I think it was probably a case of being concerned that if too much personal 
disclosure was made and it did not remain confidential it could have implications for 
them as an individual.
Well what went through my head when you said that, were things like, are 
you asking staff about the quality of the PhD programme? And, how 
much can staff give you an official answer or one that they are aware of, 
when the school might know what they said (James: 7-10).
Before I had the opportunity to reiterate that all replies would remain confidential and 
that responses would only be reported anonymously, James gently but assertively, 
conveyed his authority to clearly define the frames of reference that he would feel 
comfortable with by continuing that,
I think what, what interests me is ... kind of, why am I supervising PhD 
students? Why does that feel worthwhile to me and how do I feel it’s 
worthwhile for the students? That’s... I guess that’s the main thing 
(James: 10-13).
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Although each interview was slightly different, without exception the main issues 
which academic reflected upon were very similar to those I had outlined in my pilot 
interview schedule. The conclusion I drew from this was that, when academics are 
encouraged to determine their own frames of reference, they use those that appear in 
the literature of the dominant discourses surrounding the doctorate.
Prior to conducting my interviews I had expected that despite my guarantee of 
confidentiality, academics would not choose to express opinions grounded in personal 
experience and that I would just receive the ‘official line’. And as the previous excerpt 
concerning confidentiality demonstrates, academics may well have considered this 
before responding to me. However, whilst the majority of issues discussed were 
located within the dominant discourses, and each individual interview varied in the 
extent to which reference to personal experience was made, as the following short 
excerpts demonstrate, I feel justified in claiming that individual voices and the 
personal experiences from which they derived were present in the academic 
interviews.
...some of what’s influenced me, is where I did my own PhD (James: 31)
or
I was the first person in my family to go to university and certainly the
first person in my family to get a PhD (Mary: 393/394).
With only a single question as the basis of my loosely structured interview format, on 
the occasion of our meetings I left academics very much to talk on whatever facet of 
the doctorate and at whatever level they felt most comfortable and during my 
meetings rarely probed, which according to Patton (1987:125), increases the richness 
of the data being obtained. I did not choose to do this as I felt that probing might have 
led people to use avoidance tactics and did not see how this would have added to the 
‘data’ I was getting. I felt that establishing and building rapport by showing that I was 
listening attentively (Kvale, 1996:128), was a more useful ‘tactic’ and as a result 
people did talk very freely in our conversations. A further point that Patton 
(1987:126) makes, is that the ‘proficient’ interviewer should, “always be in control of 
the interview which they can guide and bend to the service of their research”. I firmly 
rejected Patton’s suggestion that as interviewer I should guide and bend an interview 
to serve my own purpose, however I do believe that as a proficient interviewer, I
141
The idea o f the doctorate The tools o f the bricoleur
should be in control in the sense of arriving prepared and knowledgeable of the types 
of issues I expected an interviewee might talk about.
The first seven academics that I spoke with worked predominantly in policy related 
fields and I was aware that this might potentially skew the focus of their sets of 
perceptions of the doctorate towards policy issues and away from the more personal 
elements of the doctorate. For whilst my interest lay in opening up the discourse to 
individual voices, a potential criticism could have been that this particular group of 
academics would introduce an element of bias to the story. Chapter two includes my 
justification for the use of a theoretical sample however, whilst as a group of 
individuals they were a theoretical sample, collectively my ‘sample’ was unbalanced 
in that it contained 5 academics with strategic level involvement but only two with 
purely operational level involvement. I therefore decided to invite a further 
operational level academic. I spoke with the person who had been my point of contact 
regarding permission to contact individuals in the school at Older University and they 
suggested an academic whose research work is known to focus on interpersonal as 
opposed to structural level issues. However, whilst I actively sought this further 
contributor, the issues that arose in that interview remained similar to those discussed 
by the other academics. As such it appears appropriate to conjecture that academics, 
either contingent upon having attained positions of influence in the university 
hierarchy or simply from being involved in doctoral education are likely to have a 
well developed sense of policy and the implications of its processes.
Biographical interviews
Whilst adopting a biographical approach for the academic interviews was rejected on 
the grounds that it might have been too intrusive, based on the following comments by 
Ozga and Gewirtz (1994:129), it was a highly suitable method for interviewing 
students: for they note that, “its intrusiveness has been justified on the grounds that it 
gives a voice and records the experiences of those who have been hidden from social 
enquiry”. This being a critical piece of research, which aims to challenge dominant 
assumptions by presenting alternative perceptions, it meant that a biographical style of 
interview was ideal for the students. This method allows people to talk about their 
lives chronologically and has long been associated with the work of Goffman and
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Becker of the Chicago School. According to May (1997:120), through this method it 
is possible to determine the idea of a person’s ‘career’, a career that he describes as 
“the transformations people undergo in adopting roles as the result of new 
experiences”. Citing Goffman (1968) May suggests that career is ‘two-sided’ and 
contains feelings about self and identity and also position of self in relation in social 
reality.
I did not use a formal life-history approach such as advocated by Scheff (1997), 
whereby interviewers place the events that interviewees report onto a ‘time-ladder’, 
which then permits the researcher to link events in individual lives to a historical 
context. My interest was in looking at how people made their own links between 
educational episodes in their own biographies and as Fontana and Frey (1998:56) 
note, structured interviews lead only to explanations that fit into predefined 
categories. Therefore I very simply asked students to tell me their stories. My only 
request being that, their stories contained reference to the past, present and future in 
terms of a) how did they arrive at the doctorate? and b) now that they had arrived, 
what were their expectations? How people represented their histories was left entirely 
to the individual. The reasoning behind my decision to invite participants to determine 
their own frames of reference was not only because I thought it a more democratic 
approach but because I saw it as potentially offering me more informed data.
The growing use of biographical methods in research has been criticised on the 
grounds that the concept of biography is a positivistic notion if the telling of a life 
story is taken to represent, ‘fulfilment of a personal project’ (Jàrvinen, 2000). I concur 
with the sentiment if taken at ‘face value’ but do not see this as detracting from the 
value of biographical approaches: on the contrary I see their growing use as reflecting 
the turn to individualisation in society more generally (Bauman, 2001; Giddens,
1998). According to Delanty (2001), within the social sciences the turn towards 
individualisation manifests itself as the concept of reflexivity and therefore as Rustin 
(2000:34) notes, “the time seems right for a fresh methodological turn towards the 
study of individuals, a turn to biography”. To support his claim Rustin continues 
(2000:40) by suggesting that, whilst in the past it was only humanists who asserted 
the authenticity of the individual subject, in the complexity of the rapidly changing 
postmodern context the individual subject and how they frame meaning should be the
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starting point for research. Moreover, according to Fischer-Rosenthal (2000:112/113) 
whilst individual lives are increasingly ‘fragmented’ (Simnel) and now consist of a 
patchwork of identities (Keupp, 1994), it remains the case that “no institution or social 
structure can reproduce itself without acting individuals’’. According to Alheit (1982), 
biography is where personal experience and structural patterns meet and as such, 
because biographical analyses show that individuals act within social structures, they 
generate knowledge about life in the contemporary. Therefore my claim is that, there 
is a huge potential for contributing to knowledge of the doctorate by bringing lived 
experience to the fore, despite all the messy complexity that subjectivity brings with 
it.
However, as Alheit and Dausien (2002) acknowledge, much of the complexity is 
because social life is changing so rapidly, therefore in the contemporary knowledge 
economy it is not so much the knowledge that individuals have, but what they do with 
their knowledge, that is most highly prized in society. Following this line of thinking, 
Alheit and Dausien (2002:9) see the emphasis that is placed on individuals as the 
carriers of meaning as being reflected in the ‘visible trend towards individualisation of 
the life-course’. Individuals rather than simply being the receptacles of data or 
information, use information in order to create meaning not only about themselves but 
also about the contexts in which they experience their lives. Therefore, by utilising a 
biographical approach to find out what brought individuals to the doctorate I could 
examine “the formation of self through education” (Unterhalter, 2000:462) whilst at 
the same time their accounts would contain realist elements that would mirror the 
contemporary context. Jarvis (2001:45) further notes the significance of considering 
the contemporary context of individualisation by writing that,
More than ever before in the writing of humankind we have the 
opportunity to create our own biography through the choices that we make 
and we recognise learning is the force through which our biographies 
develop and expand.
Alheit and Dausien (2002:9) make the point that because the placement of education 
within the life course is less predictable than in the past there is a greater need to 
consider how generational and gender-based experience influence an individual’s 
perceptions. The idea that age and generational expectations of the learner might be
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strong influences over students’ decision to undertake doctoral study, was something 
that I wanted to explore for, as I recount in chapter one, I knew that my own 
perceptions were very heavily influenced by my being of a certain generation. 
However, I also wanted to explore how or whether, for this group of lifelong learners, 
initial levels of achievement in education were related to their perceptions regarding 
the value of a doctorate. Therefore, my final justification for using a biographical 
approach was that I could look at realist elements but also the influence of social 
attitudes upon individual perceptions. Although a long quotation I have included the 
following as it so aptly summarises why I saw taking a biographical style of approach 
as appropriate.
Learning within and through one’s life history is interactive and socially 
structured, on the one hand, but also follows its own ‘individual logic’ that 
is generated by the specific, biographically layered structure of 
experience. The biographical structure does not determine the learning 
process, because it is an open structure that has to integrate the new 
experience it gains through interacting with the world, with others and 
with itself... If we conceive of biographical learning as a self-willed, 
autopoietic accomplishment on the part of active subjects, in which they 
reflexively organise their experience in such a way that they also generate 
personal coherence, identity, a meaning to their life history and a 
communicable, socially viable life-world perspective for guiding their 
actions, it becomes possible to comprehend education and learning both as 
individual identity work and as the formation of collective processes and 
social relations (Alheit and Dausien, 2002: 16/17).
Interviews and what they can achieve
Although it is claimed that through interviews it is possible to see the formation of 
social relations which researchers then explain in abstract and theoretical terms, 
Hubbard (2000:3) queries whether people are always conscious of the structural 
effects that underlie the immediacy of their personal experiences; yet this has 
implications for the claims that researchers make. In my research the majority of 
academics and students I spoke with, without any prompting from me, did speak 
about underlying structural factors, such as class, race or age, and where they felt 
these factors had impinged upon their perceptions. I think this may have been
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something very specific to this piece of research for, although interviewing is often 
seen as a situation where even unintentionally unequal power relations can exist, in 
this research I do not think this was the case. Firstly, all of the contributors had 
experience and would have known of the requirements of an interview for a doctoral 
thesis, they were either conducting research for their own PhDs or else had experience 
of supervising doctoral students and therefore as contributors they were all ‘well- 
informed or knowing subjects’. Secondly, as Fontana and Frey (1998:47) comment, in 
an interview encounter “both parties behave as though they are of equal status, 
whether or not this is actually so” {my emphasis). I conveyed to all respondents how 
much I appreciated their participation, not only verbally but also in giving them the 
freedom to determine what they would talk about, even if as commented earlier, I 
gave some guidance by asking students to talk about both the past and the present. In 
addition, all respondents were aware that I was speaking with them because of their 
level of understanding and/or familiarity with the doctorate and what doctoral 
research entailed, so professional qualifications notwithstanding, through my 
openness I had placed myself in the position of respecting their authority and this was 
reciprocated with openness in return.
Admittedly there is the potential which Dingwall (1997:59) points to, that in an 
interview situation respondents are concerned to “bring the occasion off in a way that 
demonstrates their competence as a member of whatever community is invoked by the 
interview topic”. However, to the student contributors being a doctoral student 
myself I was in a similar position to them and therefore there was no pressure for 
them to ‘impress’ me with their perceptions concerning the doctorate. Similarly, and 
perhaps it was naivety on my part, I did not feel that academics attempted to blind me 
with either their wide experience of the doctoral process or their professional status. 
On the contrary, I felt a very strong sense of community or collegiality in my 
meetings with academics. I remain convinced that their willingness and interest in 
contributing to my research was genuine and I have no grounds for believing that their 
responses were in any way biased towards placing them in a favourable light. My 
fieldwork experience appears to have been very different to that of Ozga and Gewritz 
(1994) who described how in their research, they felt that the ‘elite males’ they 
interviewed treated them in a patronising manner. Yet they were happy to go along 
with this because, being considered as ‘pretty but harmless’, the elite males dropped
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their guard concerning the issues they subsequently spoke about. I would not have 
felt ‘morally’ comfortable taking this stance, as it would seem to question the integrity 
of participants. I worked on the principle that if in an individual felt respected, then 
differences in gender and professional status would not necessarily be major issues, 
particularly as Luff (1999:688) citing Phoenix (1994:56) notes that,
The simultaneity of race, social class, gender, assumed sexuality and age 
make it extremely difficult to tease apart the aspects of the interviewer 
which are having an impact on the interviewee or on the power dynamics 
between interviewer and interviewee.
Ozga and Gewirtz (1994) also suggest that the location of an interview makes a 
difference to the level of disclosure, with interviews conducted in cold rather sterile 
offices tending to be more functional than those conducted in more hospitable 
surroundings which tend to contain more personal reflection. I did not find this to be 
the case in my interviews. For my meetings with students I had prearranged small 
rooms on the campuses that I thought would be conducive to a relaxed atmosphere. 
Four of the students I spoke to had offices on the campuses of the institutions I 
visited. In addition I met with four of the students in their own homes, as this was 
more convenient to them. There was a slight difference in these ‘interviews’ in that 
meetings with students in their own homes did tend to take longer, however there was 
no discernible difference in the levels of ‘disclosure’. When I interviewed academics I 
met with them in their own offices and my ‘assumption’ had been that as they were 
‘on their own territory’ they would be comfortable with the setting. Of the offices I 
visited none could have been described as cold and sterile. A possible exception may 
have been the office of one of the most senior academics which although not sterile 
was more ‘business’ like and formal, yet by the same token it was the environment in 
which they regularly spent their working time and as such it was a familiar place for 
them.
On giving as well as taking
The issue underlying all of these types of considerations is that whilst an interview is 
not a chance social encounter (Dingwall, 1997:59), it can be sociable occasion in 
which dialogue is developed through ‘conversation between co-equals about mutually 
relevant issues’ (Fontana and Fry, 1998:48). However, for this to occur researchers
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must demonstrate an affectionate concern for those with whom they are speaking 
(Denzin 2000) and Collins (1998: 4.5), urges all researchers to approach their 
interviews with humility and sensitivity. As commented earlier I felt a moral 
responsibility towards those I worked with and therefore my aim when interviewing 
people was to create a sense of dialogue which, according to Hill Collins (1990:212), 
“implies talk between two subjects, not the speech of subject and object”. However, 
Dingwall (1997:59) questions whether this is possible for an interview is not a 
conversation but “a deliberately created opportunity to talk about something that the 
interviewer is interested in and that may or may not be of interest to the respondent”. 
Whilst it may be the case that the interviewer is more interested in the topic of the 
interview than the respondent, dialogue can become conversation when interaction 
occurs and as proposed by Oakley (1981), this is most likely to occur in a non- 
hierarchical relationship between self and participants. According to Ozga and 
Gewirtz (1994:128), ethical research seeks to avoid any sense of exploitation of 
research ‘subjects’ and there is therefore the need to respect their presentation of self 
and the understanding of the situation that it expresses. Prior to meeting any of the 
contributors I sent them each a brief outline of my research, my guarantee of 
confidentiality and anonymity and explained that I would be returning transcriptions 
of interviews along with my initial analysis for their perusal and acknowledgement 
that these were authentic records and that my analysis of their stories remained 
recognisable to them. Samples demonstrating how I returned transcriptions and the 
method I used to indicate where in the original, I had drawn my ideas from are 
included in the appendix on page 42. For each contributor I summarised my ideas and 
included these in my letter of thanks to each participant. Returning transcriptions to 
participants and asking if their stories remained recognisable to them was not only a 
matter of confirming their validity but also a matter of respect for the voices of those 
who had contributed. I extended this courtesy to all my participants and I feel that the 
gesture was appreciated for even the most senior academics replied.
However, there is some controversy regarding the ethics of telling participants the 
purpose and aims of the research and therefore the potential for ‘skewing or biasing 
‘data’. For example, Ozga and Gewirtz (1994:129) describe how in their research, 
“we did not declare our theoretical orientation, nor describe our project as an 
investigation of the elite faction of a state bureaucracy with special reference to its
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class composition and interests. Instead we said we wished to explore the nature of 
partnerships paying proper attention to the role of the official”. Ozga and Gewirtz 
continued by reflecting that this was truthful but also intentionally flattering. I would 
not have felt comfortable adopting this approach for I felt that it would undermine the 
integrity of those with whom I spoke. All participants were either doctoral students or 
experienced academics and all would have been aware of ‘the tricks of the trade’ 
therefore, I told students that I was using a life history approach but wanted to be 
focusing on their educational history. To all the participants I explained that my 
research was looking at the doctorate however, I also said that I did not have any 
hypotheses to test for it was a phenomenological piece of research, my primary 
interest was to learn what the doctorate meant to other people. Whilst Ozga and 
Gewirtz (1994:129) considered that their approach was still truthful and did 
acknowledge that “undoubtedly we exploited their intelligence and sharpness...” by 
way of justification they continue by commenting, “...yet as a group they were 
incurious about our motives and intention”. This was not the case in my research. Yes 
I tried to be ‘respectful’ of the reputation of the very senior academics -  they were the 
elites in my study however, I always appreciated the time individuals contributed by 
participating in my research, irrespective of who the contributor was -  no one person 
was more valuable than any other. Furthermore, whereas Ozga and Gewirtz (1994) 
had found contributors in their study to be ‘incurious’, I found people to be genuinely 
interested in my research and why I had wanted to study the subject. At the end of 
each interview, with both students and academics I thanked the individual and 
finished by asking if there were any questions about the research that they would like 
to ask me. Some people did ask questions some did not but on more than one occasion 
after I had turned the recorder off and the ‘official’ interview had ceased, people then 
decided that they would like to ask me some more questions- a phenomena I would 
guess many other researchers may have experienced and thought to themselves -  ‘if 
only I could turn the recorder on again’.
There was no pressure for students to give me what they thought I wanted to hear. I 
simply asked the students to tell me their own stories or education biographies. Some 
accounts were more factual and objective than others were and some were deeply 
moving. Primarily this research is concerned with perceptions and their discursive 
constructions and not about emotions. However as West (1996) comments, one of the
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omissions in the literature on motivation is that it is generally presented as either 
sociological or psychological and therefore fails to take account of how the emotional 
elements within research may affect the researcher. Listening to a person recount their 
life was an intensely powerful experience for me as a researcher. My research is 
sociological, for I am neither psychologist nor psychotherapist but in order for the 
reader to have a clearer picture of how I came to feel so close to my data, I have 
included two examples of how in the student biographies the social and the 
psychological were interwoven in their realist accounts but at the same time the 
narrative telling was very powerful. I also need to acknowledge how I was quite 
unprepared for the range and intensity of emotions that were expressed to me. On the 
occasion of the extract that follows, I wanted to physically reach out and soothe the 
very real anguish this student felt.
All through my nursing and I did two sets of training, and classroom was 
just a bore really, a chore something I suffered through and I think that it 
kinda of, well on the whole that was what school was like something you 
suffered through it (Janet began to cry) sorry, I’m quite an emotional 
person. So and I think it was like I couldn’t wait to get out of the 
classroom at the end of the day (Janet: 39-43).
In this second example, the emotion was not sadness but anger. The intensity of the 
anger Lani expressed was like a knife cutting the air of the room in which we sat.
So for me then, what education was about, the context was, shaping 
people’s lives, about where they would go in the future and where they 
will not go. And it was about some form of dominant authority telling you 
what you as an individual, what you could, what you were capable of 
doing or not capable of doing based on race, culture, gender, whatever, 
one was never sure what it was based on. Probably a bit of all those three 
things (Lani: 29-33).
I cannot ignore the impact that these stories and the emotion with which they were 
told, had upon me as researcher. To do so would belie the fact that listening to them 
was instrumental in my decision to bring personal experience into the text, in order to 
challenge the binary thinking of the dominant discourses that seek to marginalise the 
personal. For as Ylijoki (2001) acknowldges, whilst narrative analysis and its
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presentation cannot capture idiosyncratic experiences it can reveal common modes of 
making sense out of shared experiences and in this way it is possible to locate the 
personal within the structural.
Person to person
However, whilst narrative based research enables the potential for greater 
understanding through the use of ‘thick description’ in its presentation (Geertz, 1973), 
as a ‘method’ it produces vast amounts of ‘data’. My interviews and educational 
histories produced over a quarter of a million words and in the student biographies the 
lives discussed cover almost 1,200 years. Although at times the sheer volume of data 
appeared daunting, what intimidated me far more acutely was the responsibility I felt 
towards the individuals who had participated in my research and my desire to keep 
alive their stories and the emotions contained therein. All along I have felt uneasy 
referring to the stories around which my analysis was structured as ‘data’, for to do so 
somehow belies the trust placed in me by the individual students who shared their 
experiences with me. I only spent a relatively short period of time with the majority of 
contributors however as Ozga and Gewirtz (1994) acknowledge, life history as a 
specific approach does tend to break down the barrier between researcher and 
researched.
Tuckett (2001:4) calls for more research that tells stories about, the ‘triumph and 
disaster, or the pleasure and pain’ of learning and I found that the telling of a life 
history often involved the recounting of very personal details. As researcher I was at 
times deeply touched by the range and intensity of emotions that were expressed as 
the students shared their biographies with me. West (1996:214) recognises this 
experience and comments that, “listening to a story of a life can itself be painful and 
an interviewer may be left carrying an immense burden”. For me listening to the 
student’s stories was not painful but a privilege. The burden I felt though, was as I 
commented above, of meeting the responsibility for keeping alive their voices whilst 
at the same time achieving what is required of me in writing an academic text. For 
some of the students telling me their stories was the first time they had openly 
expressed their thoughts on how the educational opportunities that had been available 
to them had influenced and shaped their lives. And I can not, nor would wish to, 
forget the very humanness and connectedness of the whole experience.
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I referred earlier to Lather’s (1991) notion of reciprocity, of giving as well as taking 
during research. During the ‘planning’ stages of my study when reflecting upon the 
ethics of my proposed study the notion of taking from the students was considered 
with reference to whether or not my research could potentially harm the participants. 
My concern had been that if a student had, had very unhappy educational experiences 
it might upset them revisiting them whilst speaking to me. I persuaded myself that if a 
student’s experiences had been very bad either they would have come to terms with it 
or else they would only gloss over it briefly and therefore no permanent psychological 
damage would be done by talking about past experiences again. However, as 
indicated above it was quite clear that for a few of the students, revisiting negative 
educational experiences was painful and whenever this was obvious I asked them if 
they were okay continuing to talk. People did continue: it was as if they needed to tell 
their stories. However, what had surprised me was that a large number of the 
contributors remarked either just before or just after telling me their stories, that they 
had never previously thought in much depth about their prior education. One 
particular student, Janet, stands out in my mind for as I illustrate on the previous page, 
she had become quite emotional at points during the telling of her story. I had 
agonised over my follow up letter for hours, being concerned that I (re)present her 
story to her in as sensitive and as painless a manner as possible. I sent the letter off but 
did not get a reply. I was not overly concerned for as the following excerpt shows, I 
took her silence to mean that she was happy with what I had written (a sample of a 
whole reply letter can be seen in the appendix page 41), to all participants I wrote,
I quite appreciate that for everyone, time is at a premium and therefore if I 
do not hear back from you within one month I will interpret this to be 
your consent. If however you wish to discuss anything further, please do 
not hesitate to contact me.
However some six months later I happened, quite by chance, to meet Janet again, and 
when I did, the first thing she said to me was something very similar to this,
Thank you, thank you for my story. I got quite sad when I first read it but, 
the more I read it the more I realised you had given me something so 
special, my own story because I would never have told it unless you’d 
asked.
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Whether I took more than I gave for other contributors I cannot say. However, the 
letters and emails that I received back in confirmation invariably made some reference 
to people having enjoyed the opportunity to talk about their educational histories and 
the subsequent reflection that it provoked in them. I thank them all, for without them 
giving so kindly and willingly of their time there would have been no alternative sets 
of perceptions of the doctorate for me to discuss.
The significance of my using personal experience as a method was that as my review 
of the relevant discourses demonstrated, biographical accounts and the discourse of 
personal development remains marginalised in the field of what constitutes legitimate 
doctoral knowledge. Yet by contrast, as the perceptions of the academics and students 
that are presented in the following chapters demonstrate, to the individual concerned, 
the personal is important.
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In this chapter I present the perceptions that academics had of the doctorate, for this 
being a case study I spoke with all of the actors in the situation. Yet, it could be said 
that, being the primary authors of the literature that constructs the dominant discourse, 
academics have already had a voice. However, speaking with a small number of 
individuals enabled me to examine the extent to which their perceptions matched 
those of the dominant voice of academe. I am aware of the potential danger of 
conflating the opinions and perceptions of individual actors with the idea of 
academics being a body that can be thought of as representing academe. For as Ball 
(1990) cautions, it is dangerous to assume that the voices and actions of individuals 
can be thought of as being directly representative of the translation of policy into 
practice. Moreover as Henkel (2000:148) notes, the category ‘academic’ may be 
misleading if it is taken to imply that all academics have a common sense of identity 
and purpose. As an alternative she proposes that an academic’s level of identification 
with academe, and their field of study with its idiosyncratic practices and traditions, 
can range along the spectrum of positions lying between the two extremes of idealist 
and pragmatist. To allow for this I spoke with two different types of academics, those 
with operational level responsibility for the doctorate and those with strategic level 
responsibility as I believed this might influence their perceptions of what the 
doctorate is and/or could be. However, I had also considered that it would be naïve to 
assume that with the given micro-politics of the university (Morley, 1999), that the 
public voice of academics within the literature would be one and the same as the 
private voices of individual academics.
Becher and Kogan in their study of the processes and structures of higher education 
had recognised the idiosyncratic nature of politics within the university in which the 
interplay of macro, meso and micro level forces all influence how higher education is 
perceived. They remark upon the effects this has upon the practice of individual 
academics, noting that unlike the situation with respect to other professions, “the main 
currency for the academic is not power but reputation” (1992:110). If as I suggested in
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chapter seven, academic reputation is heavily contingent upon publication record, this 
introduces a further potential influence over what individual academics may feel able 
to voice in a public discourse. There are few within academe who would contest the 
notion that the problem facing academics, as recognised in the old adage, ‘publish or 
perish’, has become more acute since the introduction of the Research Assessment 
Exercise (RAE) in 1996. Whilst for individual academics there may still remain the 
desire for the kudos attached to publication in the more prestigious journals, it is the 
number of publications that are considered in determining a department’s RAE rating 
and this has put individual academics under pressure to increase their publication 
output (Henkel, 2000). However, one of the implications of this is that individual 
academics may well feel less inclined to submit papers which run the risk of rejection 
because they cannot readily be accommodated within the existing discourse. Whilst it 
is evident that there are journals whose editorial boards are not only aware of this but 
are also keen to encourage new writers and to include papers representing the views 
from more marginal perspectives, this is not the case for all journals. For as Gorard 
(2001:36) notes, ‘journals tend to display considerable cronyism and particularism’ 
which he claims results in ‘the encouragement of orthodoxy’. The potential for 
exclusion, through the encouragement of orthodoxy was noted by Bourdieu 
(1990:99). Bourdieu comments on the intricate power relations within the research 
and publication process by writing, “(misunderstanding) ... remains tolerable only so 
long as the system is able to eliminate those who do not meet its implicit requirements 
and manages to obtain from the others the complicity it needs in order to function”.
Therefore what should not be forgotten, is that academics as individuals, particularly 
since the demise of tenure, are no more exempt from the pressures of their 
employment than any other professionals. Whilst my research interviews placed 
individual academics in a very different situation to the one that they would be 
placing themselves in, by preparing and submitting their own academic writing for 
peer review, the invisible power of peer regulation was acknowledged during 
interviews. For example in the following excerpt from my conversation with Mary, 
who whilst making the distinction between academic freedom in terms of being able 
to decide what or what not to research and academic freedom in the sense of freedom 
of speech,
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I think that the academic community has been much more concerned with 
that latter form of freedom and autonomy, being able to say what it wants, 
when it wants and to whom it wants, in whatever format. And that is a 
really important freedom but my point is, that we are constrained in terms 
of what we say and how we say it, as much by the processes that operate 
within the institutions of academe, as we are by the political processes 
outside of those institutions. If you think of the power of most editors of 
any significant journal, you know that the idea of saying what you want 
isn’t exactly what happens (Mary: 203-207).
However, in sharing their perceptions with me academics did not always appear to 
follow the ‘official line’, for they spoke with concern and in some instances marked 
resentment towards what they perceived of as threats to their autonomy as academics 
and how this might affect both the doctoral process and its outcomes in terms of the 
knowledge that is produced and considered legitimate. In addition there were personal 
reflections based upon individual’s experiences of either studying for their own 
doctorate or their experiences as an academic supervising doctoral students. I cannot 
say for certain why academics decided to share their more private thoughts with me 
but the most plausible suggestions as to why academics did chose to speak so freely 
might be firstly, my use of an unstructured interview and secondly, because I had 
adopted a person-centred approach to all the individuals with whom I spoke and was 
as open and transparent as was possible in my dealings with people. It is generally 
accepted that connected forms of research can engender greater levels of empathy and 
this in turn can lead to greater levels of disclosure (Belenky et al, 1986; Hill Collins, 
1990; Lather, 1991).
Presenting ‘data’
Simple content analysis can be described as a relatively straightforward process of 
identifying and categorising patterns that emerge in response to open-ended questions 
(Patton, 1990; Denzin and Lincoln, 1998a). I am quite content to leave my 
presentation of the academic’s interviews at this level for as Cocklin (1996) 
recognises, whilst there is a need to demonstrate that analysis has occurred, over­
analysis in the reporting of research can be avoided. The problem with over analysis is 
as Kracauer (1953) cited by Denzin and Lincoln (1998a:44) cautions, “that when
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trying to establish the meaning of texts by breaking them down into quantifiable units, 
analysts in fact destroy the very object they are supposed to be studying”. This was 
something I was particularly keen to avoid, as my aim was to listen to what was 
actually being said, rather than impose my interpretations onto people’s perceptions. 
As a form of research as praxis, I chose to negotiate meaning with contributors by 
returning initial summaries, moreover by sending initial summaries I presented the 
core elements of their stories but also having received agreement from contributors 
this acted as a secondary form of check and balance on my interpretations. From the 
initial summaries, I created a further summary ‘list’ that forms the basis of my content 
analysis, it is presented under the following six headings;
1. External influences over the doctoral process
2. Professional doctorates and changing knowledge
3. The taught element of doctoral training
4. Academic autonomy
5. Outcomes
6. Students
In this and the following chapters (in which student perceptions are represented), 
italicised words indicate vocal emphasis in the original speech. For the purposes of 
clarity academic’s perceptions are presented under distinct headings yet to a certain 
degree this falsely creates an oversimplification, for during interviews there was often 
a large amount of overlap on issues. For example in this extract from my interview 
with James where I had followed up his previous comment by asking the question. So 
would it matter if the PhD didn’t exist anymore?, James had replied:
Well in some ways it probably wouldn’t. If the PhD declined in this 
school, very rapidly before it declined in other university departments it 
would matter to this school, for that purpose. In the longer run possibly 
people may turn round and say, ‘hey, there used to be this space for 
inquiry called doing a PhD and we still want it, so let’s get it going again.
Let’s free ourselves from some of the systemic shackles that have been 
put around it’ (James: 334-339).
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In the above excerpt James frames his response around firstly, external factors which 
influence doctoral provision by reference to the influence of market competition 
within higher education and secondly to academic autonomy, with reference to 
freeing ourselves. These are both issues acknowledged in the public discourses that 
construct the doctoral context. Yet use of emotive words such as ‘freeing ourselves 
from systemic shackles’ is a much more private reference to the public discourse of 
academic autonomy, possibly suggesting greater levels of resentment than is generally 
acknowledged as existing in the public discourse. Although I stated that the content of 
this chapter would not be over-analysed, the previous sentence is an exception in that 
by pointing to how the use of certain words adds depth, it illustrates the need to pay 
careful attention to how people are saying, what they are saying. Importantly, all 
respondents were ‘informed subjects’ - they were aware that it was research for a PhD 
and they had all determined their own frames of reference -  yet they felt comfortable 
or free enough to use emotive language whilst discussing how they felt about issues 
from the dominant discourse.
Under each section heading the extracts are placed according to how I interpret their 
speaker’s position along the continuum from a pragmatic to idealistic stance. During 
interviews not all academics made reference to each of the aspects that are presented 
here within their collective opinions (41 perceptions are included -  if all eight 
academics had spoken about each of the six aspects there would have been a total of 
48 sets of perceptions that could have been presented). Considering that academics 
were invited to determine their own frames of reference this suggested to me that a 
high level of consensus was apparent regarding what they understood as the most 
important aspects of the doctorate. Individual’s perceptions vary in the extent to 
which they lean towards either the pragmatic or the idealistic on different aspects. The 
sections headed Academic autonomy and Professional doctorates stand out from the 
others though, in that in the first I found none to be pragmatic and in the second I 
found none to be idealistic.
By entitling this chapter ‘Academics Talk’ my intention is to illustrate the idea that, as 
individuals, academics may have sets of perceptions that are in places quite different 
to those portrayed by the written discourse. In the first part of this chapter I have laid 
out my assumptions regarding how I thought academics could or would, respond to
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my inquiry. My overall objective for this text was to create a space for what are 
generally, unheard perceptions. Students’ perceptions are based upon frames of 
reference that are marginal to those of the dominant discourse and therefore as my 
aim is to give voice to the voiceless, their perceptions are given greater emphasis 
within this text than those of the academics. Moreover although I remain present, after 
all I decided which quotations to use, in the next part of this chapter the pages are 
handed over to another set of voices.
External influences over the doctoral process
The PhD in this country has, like the rest of higher education, been 
influenced by a range of internal and external sets of conditions. The 
internal sets of conditions, arguably, are to do with the expansion of 
higher education and the impact on the doctorate, has been a function of 
the way in which the higher education system and its players have been 
part of a process of massification and marketisation...a result of 
massification and a particularly strong manifestation in this country, is the 
external quality assurance arrangements which have begun to impinge on 
the doctorate (John: 5-8 and 24-25).
The process of gaining a PhD is very different now and as a consequence 
of the fact that, well due to external pressures and also to internal 
pressures within the university (Mary: 17-19).
As the two extracts above suggest, amongst the individuals interviewed irrespective of 
their degree of contact with the doctoral programme, there was a high level of 
consensus that there are both internal and external conditions that together, that 
academics perceive as defining the primary framework for the doctoral context. 
However for the seven individuals who referred to influences over the doctorate the 
frames of reference individuals used is to a certain extent, contingent upon the 
closeness of their involvement with the doctoral process. (Details of individual’s 
levels of involvement with the doctoral programme are provided in the appendix, page 
43).
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Probably one of the biggest problems we have in the RAE, is how to 
properly assess the growing quantity of inter-disciplinary and multi­
disciplinary research. You know, where you have sociologists, 
psychologists and educationalists working alongside electronic engineers, 
biochemists and so on, who are tackling a problem, how do you make a 
value judgement ? And they’re often not easy. Very often industry can see 
the value, because they put a financial figure on it and say ‘yes that’s 
exactly what it is we want’! ...(Researcher- But should knowledge be 
measured in financial terms?)....No, I, well, that’s a difficult philosophical 
question and the answer, the obvious answer is no. But at the end of the 
day if this, to take an example, if this university were purely turning out 
information on some esoteric aspect of religious philosophy or whatever 
and there is no market., you’d just go broke, it’s as simple as that 
(Christopher: 169-180).
The government is saying that there should be a third arm to the activity in 
the universities which is, that they should be contributing to the 
development of the regional and national economy. And I think that 
universities do inevitably do that. It’s, well you generate people for the 
economy because you train them, you generate knowledge, new 
knowledge, you generate new techniques and so on. I think that there is no 
question that we serve that end but whether the majority of people around 
the place, when they are supervising their PhD students would say that’s 
what they’re doing I think is very dubious (Mary: 243-250).
I do have a very strong sense that the professional doctorates are tapping 
into a market. I guess two things are occurring, first there’s displacement 
and with my old Economics hat on, as a defrocked economist of twenty 
years standing. There’s a trade diverting dimension and a trade creating 
dimension. The trade diverting dimension is that there will be a few 
people who will, some people who are diverted away from PhDs to doing 
professional doctorates but there will also be a probably much larger 
group of people who will do doctorates because they are professional 
doctorates, who wouldn’t have done PhDs, because it just didn’t meet
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their needs... And so what the professional doctorates are doing, is in a 
sense, making doctoral study available to groups who are just interested in 
doing professional doctorates (Simon: 286-296 and 304-306).
Research students are very important to a university, it’s very important 
that research students should succeed and it’s important along a spectrum 
of, brutal audit and accountability style things, like ESRC completion 
rates, to just the general reputation of the institution (Graham: 304-307).
What the PhD is about is not just originality but it has to follow a certain 
sort of mould, in the way you present it. You’ve got an idea that you’re 
pursuing, you’ve got particular problems or questions that you’re asking, 
you’ve got the particular methods that then come from that. If you’re not 
willing to do that then it’s not playing the PhD game. And that’s 
becoming more and more I think, asserted these days, so that’s the key 
point (Jack: 176-181).
I don’t feel personally interested in people doing PhDs in order to become 
good academic researchers or members of the academic profession. It 
feels much more relevant, interesting and useful to me as something 
where... you know if I supervise twenty PhD students and one decides to 
pursue and academic career, fine! But if nobody does, fine! That’s, yeh, 
so. I’m not there to, that’s not what it’s for, for me. And there are some 
obvious clashes and conflicts between that and the umm, institutional and 
structural set up of the ESRC, their criteria and whatever (James: 89-95).
The doctoral programme should always be at odds with the world, with 
society: whereas performativity is about being in alignment, in some kind 
of functional relationship with society and the economy. And for some of 
us, the doctoral space is one which is able to be still defined in a way that 
allows the free play of ideas and knowledge. But I’m not so naïve as to 
think that, subtly there are more complex ways in which that is 
undermined and has shaped the content and process of doing the PhD 
(John: 118-123).
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Professional doctorates and changing knowledge
Six academics chose to refer to professional doctorates. Individually the frames of 
reference they use vary but in common they all tend to refer to institutional level 
aspects. Their perceptions are framed in comparative terms and include reference to 
the status and outcomes of the EdD and the PhD.
You’re dealing with a very, very wide range of types of programme and 
types of motivation. And that can, in terms of the system, can be both a 
strength and a weakness. It can be a strength, in that people can choose 
things much more directly tailored to what their real interests and goals 
are. It could be a weakness, if we, in some way, lost control of quality, 
rigour, standing for the award in terms of the careers and outcomes for the 
individual students (Graham: 24-29).
I think the PhD that I did, thirty years ago, all of the features of it are 
retained in the current PhDs that I’m familiar with here in the university.
The big change that has come about, well the two big changes, are the 
taught doctorates which I don’t think we equate with the previous PhD.
And certainly the doctorates that are introduced in my own field, where 
they are supervised jointly by industry and academe and where they work 
on a subject which is of direct interest to the industry by whom they are 
employed, that has been a change. It’s not the same as a PhD but it does 
another task, and many employers consider it to be probably even more 
useful. I’m not sure that it is and I probably shouldn’t say that but 
(laughed)... (Christopher: 5-12).
The two extracts above discuss outcomes in terms of quality control. They are both 
made from an institutional level perspective but from what the second speaker says, it 
would appear that the university and industry perceive professional doctorates 
differently. In the following extract, explicit reference is made to differences between 
the perceived status or value of the two forms of doctorate.
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I mean my suspicion is that in academia, the professional doctorate has 
got a slightly lower status than a PhD. But as far as the client groups 
themselves are concerned it’s got a rather higher status. I guess I see 
something very similar as happening to the MBA at the end of the sixties 
and early seventies. Because at the end of the sixties, well during the 
sixties, no-one wanted to do a Masters course. They were seen as 
ridiculously academic. Then people had the bright idea of developing a 
course that was specifically for, well orientated towards business and they 
mushroomed over the next thirty years. And so if you were to say whaf s 
the status of an MBA relative to a Masters course in a more, say a subject 
like Economics, well the answer would be, in Business much higher. 
Probably in universities still rather lower, a Masters course in pure 
Economics has still got more status than an MBA. And I think I see 
exactly the same process happening at the doctoral level nowadays 
(Simon: 253-270).
Clearly, it (the PhD) trains people to be extremely rigorous within a 
particular frame but sometimes I wonder whether it does take people 
further away from the ‘real’ policy questions. The questions about what 
we do, whether those are questions about the restructuring of higher 
education or questions about what we do about the fact that we’ve just 
discovered that the memory doesn’t work like we thought it did, but 
works in a different way. And that’s a kind of general ‘anxiety’ I have, I 
think, that the research we do isn’t sufficiently closely tied to decisions 
about what we’re going to do. So that’s a kind of general anxiety about 
the PhD and the niche it fills, which I suppose is one of the reasons I’m 
interested in the EdD as an alternative model, one that ties the research 
and the practice more closely together. But, I have a sense that it, in this 
particular school, that the EdD is not yet developed sufficiently to do that 
job. I would like it to, but it requires an input of time and energy that we 
haven’t yet managed to bring to bear on it (Ian: 47-59).
The extract above whilst differentiating between the PhD and EdD this time appears
to view the EdD more positively than the previous speaker. However, this speaker’s
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ideas look more towards needs external to the university -  the needs of policy makers. 
Similarly, the two extracts that follow appear to look away from the needs of the 
university and whilst the first mentions individuals, both quite explicitly refer to the 
growth and development of the professions.
What is required, is for the education system to be a little more sensitive to 
the longer term career interests of those people going through. And also to 
recognise that research in and of itself, is actually not, in many 
professions, in many disciplines, is not where people are going to end up. 
They’re not going to be researchers, they are certainly not going to be 
working in universities as researchers, they are going to be in a much 
broader range of careers. And so, why shouldn’t we be looking at the way 
in which the research training and research productivity can be linked to 
these other forms of training for those people who want it. You know, I 
mean I’m not suggesting that everything has to go that way but that there 
should be greater diversity in the approach, I think. A classic example of 
that of course, is the way in which the training for certain professional 
groups has already developed. In educational studies here, you have the 
doctorate of Education, in Psychology you have the doctorate of 
Psychology, these are three year programmes and they involve a very high 
level of research activity, they also involve practice in your particular 
area. Now that sort of amalgamation I think is going to be one of the ways 
that you know, we are going to move. If we do that, you can bet your 
bottom dollar that the old-fashioned idea of writing a four hundred page 
thesis is not going to be maintained (Mary: 354-370).
The traditional doctorate is under some pressure and it is expressed quite 
clearly in the rise of the new species of doctorate. We see that in 
disciplines in the science and mathematical disciplines and science based 
disciplines, particularly in engineering. We see it in relation to the rise of 
new professional areas, so the doctorate such as the taught doctorate in 
psychology or clinical psychology, with reference to the doctorate in 
Education for example, are all about the rise of new professional groups.
The doctorate is kind of, part of their strategy of professionalisation. 
Basically on the one hand you could argue that it’s all to do with
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maintaining standards and probity in order that the ethical and 
professional and intellectual standing of any kind of practice is 
maintained. On the other hand you could argue that it is a classic example 
of closure, exclusion strategies, in order to define a profession and give it 
a place in the sun (John: 74-82).
When opening this chapter I commented that within each of the areas discussed, 
academic’s perceptions tended to range along a continuum between pragmatic to 
idealistic yet when discussing professional doctorates, their views all leant towards 
the pragmatic end of the scale. Furthermore, unlike other aspects of the doctorate that 
were discussed, the academic’s opinions regarding professional doctorates were 
neither particularly positive nor particularly negative.
The taught element of doctoral training
Issues surrounding standards and the standardisation of doctoral training are central 
within the dominant discourse and this was reflected in the interviews, for the taught 
element was discussed by seven academics. The first three perceived it positively 
which was in stark contrast to the last two. The comment by the fourth speaker 
(Simon) is brief but to the point. Interestingly though the fifth speaker (Graham), does 
not comment on the benefits (or not), to institutions of having a taught element 
choosing instead to frame his reply upon his perception of the student’s perspective.
I think it’s a jolly good thing to have a taught element to a degree. I’m 
increasingly convinced that there’s a lot to be said for it certainly it’s the 
American practice and has been for a long time. We in this university tend 
to have you know research methodology courses acquainting potential 
PhD students with the disciplines and rigour and knowledge associated 
with the library, literature research and so on and I think that’s a wholly 
good thing, it cuts out a lot of abortive attempts and early stumbling steps 
(Christopher: 262-267).
Ten years ago, well about ten years ago, one would have been able to do a 
PhD with solely, well you would be exposed maybe only to the method 
that you were using within your own PhD. Now that is virtually
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impossible for any outlet that is producing PhD students that is accredited 
by the ESRC. You have to comply with their accreditation requirements 
and they are extensive... (Researcher - How do you feel about
them?)...Frankly I think it’s been a really good move. I know that it’s
been painful (both laughed), both for the students and for those people
who are supervising. But I think that to produce people who are much 
more familiar with, at a deeper level, a broad range of research methods 
has been a very positive thing (Mary: 28-36).
It always seemed to me simply bizarre that research training wasn’t a 
compulsory piece of these things, if we believe in education there must be 
some things that we can agree are useful for everybody to know and that 
we can help them to learn and that does seem very odd that we haven’t 
done that before. I would certainly hope that it improves things
considerably. It ought to improve among other things, the simple economy 
of the system. Working on the basis that every student will work 
individually with their supervisors who may or may not be good at say, 
quantitative methods, there are plenty of researchers in education who are 
no good at all at quantitative methods and if you get a supervisor who is 
frightened of numbers, you will not learn some of the basic skills that you 
need to be able to do the job. And I think we ought to, that we owe it to 
people, that they have got that tool-kit before they start doing it (their 
research) (Ian: 100-112).
When introducing this heading I commented that perceptions ranged from positive to 
negative and in the three extracts above the speakers clearly see the taught element in 
very positive terms. However, in the two following extracts the speakers choose not to 
define the taught element in quite such a positive light instead adopting a more 
pragmatic stance. The first makes no evaluative comment other than remarking upon 
the ad hoc nature of developments in doctoral training and the second chooses to 
focus on the perceived benefits for students.
Some people started to bung taught components into PhDs, a training in 
research methods and suddenly research seemed to be so important that it 
started to crop up everywhere (Simon: 488-490).
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If you’re on a taught programme, and there are elements of the EdD that 
share this characteristic, there is a kind of group solidarity, benefit: which 
a lot of teachers really do enjoy and seem to get a charge from. You know, 
even though they’ve had an awful day, they’ll turn up at six thirty at night 
and you can see them light up when they work with other students in the 
same situation (Graham: 4-8).
The last two comments in this section lean more towards the idealist end of he 
spectrum and their negativity stands in contrast to the first two. Both speakers express 
their concerns regarding the introduction of a taught element with reference to the 
process becoming more regimented.
I’m involved in the teaching programme and I have influence over that, 
and in what way can we take that and aim to meet the institution’s needs 
and the student’s needs and staff needs from that, in a way that’s more 
creative and human and whatever. Great well we’ll keep looking at that.
But, the uncomfortable fact is that I can espouse what I value but at the 
same time I’m an instrument of the PhD being a more regimented process 
(James: 348-354).
I can remember 20 odd years ago, talking to an American who was 
visiting ...and he was saying that he really respected the undergraduate 
education in the UK but he thought that the PhDs over here, they just 
didn’t hold any water compared to the American PhDs. Because they 
weren’t thorough and systematic. You didn’t take an examination after 
three years of post-graduate courses and I said. Took you know, the point 
is that I’ve come up with an original study, I’ve developed probably, 
original methods to approach this study, I’ve learnt how to do this, which 
I wouldn’t have learnt if I were just taught this. And I think I  get much 
more out of it and the study gets much more out of it than whatever books, 
so I don’t end up just writing a regular thesis, that’s probably the tenth or 
twentieth or thirtieth replication of somebody else’s original study. I write 
something that’s originaV. And you know, he just couldn’t see that. And
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the point is, the more regimented we become, the less original (Jack: 298- 
312).
Academic autonomy
In view of what I had read in the literature, I was surprised that only six of the 
eight academics chose to speak about academic autonomy: what I was not 
surprised by, was how resolutely they spoke about it. The first two speakers talk 
about academic autonomy in general terms within the university whilst the other 
four speak directly in relation to the doctorate. Their comments suggest that they 
feel academic autonomy is threatened not only in the sense of freedom to 
determine what should be taught but also on the other side of Humboldt’s 
academic freedom, the freedom to determine who to teach.
There is no doubt in my mind that there is an increasing intrusion into the 
autonomy of universities by government for the very simple reason that he 
who pays the piper calls the tune (Christopher: 36-38).
I think that I would say critical appraisal is the essence of the higher 
education system that we have. And in order to do, really effective critical 
appraisal you do have to have some sort of academic autonomy. You do 
have to be allowed, to say the things, that I was saying earlier, (Mary’s 
comments were used earlier in the chapter where she distinguished 
between academic freedom in terms of being able to decide what or what 
not to research and academic freedom in the sense of freedom of speech) I 
don’t think that the PhD is the only place where that is possible, I think 
that critical assessment should be a component of all, of every single part 
of higher education so that from the day that our first year students join 
for their undergraduate training, they should be encouraged and allowed 
the room for critical appraisal. And it shouldn’t end, the oldest professor 
should be still doing that and that should be the heart of our approach 
(Mary: 294-303).
Academics retain the right traditionally to say this is not any longer the 
real thing, it may be really useful in the say, terms of the running of this
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Health Trust or whatever but actually it’s not doctoral level work in higher 
education terms and so you can’t have a degree. You can go and make a 
profit with it but you can’t have a degree. I think there has to be a 
negotiation: the thesis is the learner’s thesis, it’s your thesis not mine and I 
haven’t decided what you’re going to study, you decided. In the end you 
have to stand up and defend where you’ve got to. But, at the end of the 
line, we do retain the right to say, this is or this isn’t a doctorate. We own 
that awarding power, we are licensed by the state and the state would have 
great difficulty in withdrawing that license because there is no way the 
state would take it over. The state doesn’t actually, well can’t understand 
those questions. So we retain the right to say, ‘this is what it is’, but in a 
sense I suppose we, this is we higher education, we retain the right to 
decide what it is but rather as the state can only run the transport system 
with the consent of people who’ve got certain views about petrol prices, 
so in the same way we can only run the doctoral system with the consent 
of a kind of constantly shifting constituency, of people who are prepared 
to agree with us (Ian: 433-450).
The state and its agencies are now undermining, to a degree, the 
autonomous role of doctoral work, as traditionally defined. And one sees 
elements of that in the way in which the research councils umm, are able 
to ration studentships with criteria which relate to priorities as defined by 
and through themselves but ultimately through government (John: 108- 
111).
It (the doctorate) has been changing, certainly over the last five years, 
probably a bit longer in terms of social sciences, under the direction of the 
ESRC. Minimally the parameters, as I see it, are that ESRC has demanded 
that methodology be taught to doctoral students, PhD students 
particularly. Whereas, say twenty years ago and round that era you just 
evolved your methodology in relation to your study. Nowadays you really 
need to know that you’ve made an active choice in methodologies. So the 
ESRC is a fairly powerful organisation, it doesn’t affect us in one sense, 
right here and now, in that we haven Y applied and therefore are not ESRC
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recognised. But, somewhere on the horizon, on our agenda, in the next 
couple of years, we will need to show that we’ve tried to set up enough 
background methods teaching for recognition. Which to me is a sort of 
contradiction with the PhD ... But, number one you can’t get your 
studentships unless you’re recognised and you’re not going to get your 
recognition without having, quite a firm  research methods course (Jack: 4- 
18).
I think I’d like to be more umm, rebellious and innovative a lot of the 
time. In terms of what counts for academic, good academic work, because 
I think a lot of the time, it’s sometimes feels like treading the fine line 
between keeping the research really alive and closing off the aliveness, in 
order to meet some sense, whether it’s a projection or whatever, of 
standards, what are external examiners going to think? (James: 65-70).
In my introduction to this chapter, I commented that when referring to the concept of 
academic autonomy none of the academic’s perceptions appeared pragmatic. As a 
group they were resolute in the level of idealism they expressed. The only difference 
between their perceptions was that the strategic level academics referred to autonomy 
and academic freedom in general terms whereas the operational level academics 
spoke with specific reference to the doctorate.
Outcomes
In chapter four, I discussed how literature on the doctorate almost exclusively focuses 
on outcomes; in terms of quality assurance measures, completion rates, length of time 
before completion and suitable forms of assessment. To a certain extent this was 
confirmed, for all eight academics spoke about outcomes. Yet interestingly, whilst 
there were a variety of opinions concerning changes to the doctoral process almost 
exclusively their comments suggest that they perceive the outcome, in the sense of the 
product of doctoral training, as having remained virtually static.
Whether the PhD as in the product, the thesis that is produced at the end is 
changing I’m less convinced about that. If I look at the PhDs that I 
supervised ten years ago, I would say that they look very similar. 
(Researcher - Knowledge moving forwards here! - both laughed). I mean
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the substantive content is different, but if I look at them, very much in 
terms of the amount of work that is required, in terms of the extent of the 
innovation that they represent in terms of you know all that sort of thing, 
they seem to be quite similar (Mary: 13-20).
To my mind, the PhD has got one learning outcome and only one learning 
outcome and it is to make a significant original contribution to knowledge 
through research. That’s one of the things that sticks out about the PhD, I 
guess, is how similar the form is. If you look at the PhD regulations across 
different institutions they look very similar, in a way that professional 
doctorates don’t look. There’s much more variety in their form (Simon: 
196-201).
(Prior to this point John had been talking about the QAA framework, 
however he paused for a moments reflection then posed himself the 
following question) Yeah... Is a degree, a degree, a degree... ? Umm, at 
the doctoral level I don’t know... and that’s a very interesting answer! 
(both laughed) because umm, those who argue for accountability would 
expose my answer to the lack of accountability and lack of comparability 
in being able to make any judgement about doctoral work. I would 
counter, to suggest that it’s the conditions for doctoral work, which derive 
its accountability, not from it’s output, necessarily, conditions including 
processes umm, and the minute you start to get yourself involved in the 
prescription of outcomes for doctoral work you are challenging the basis 
of the doctorate as a sui generis activity. But that is I would suggest umm, 
a bit further down the track if you like. We are seeing the transparency 
and standardisation of levels, awards and curriculum elements, in the 
curriculum at all levels, at undergraduate level and it’s now moving into 
postgraduate work and I think that umm, it will be an interesting 
encounter between elite and mass higher education when we get to, i f  we 
get to, a point where different kinds of doctorate are differentiated (John: 
248-262).
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The three extracts above comment on outcomes in terms of learning and the 
implications this might have for the university whereas the two extracts that follow 
differ in that the speakers consider the implications focusing on outcomes might have 
for students as well.
There may well be some asymmetries because there’s a set of motivations 
on the sponsoring side, I mean, there are, in so far as I’ve indicated, from 
the student’s point of view, that research is individual, from the supervisor 
or department or the unit’s point of view, it may well be a part of an 
overall programme or a network of different topics, that the institution is 
engaged with. Now that’s certainly true with our education and with a lot 
of our health professions work at Newer University. There are focal points 
around which individual students are doing different facets in common.
It’s not quite the case of the Chemistry lab but, there is somebody sitting 
above it, saying, you know. Newer University is actually very interested 
in X or Y. So there is a degree of instrumentality on the academic’s side, 
which if it coincides with the motivation of the students it’s fine, but you 
can see some potential cause for disjunction there (Graham: 324-360).
In one sense the PhD still retains the PhD-ness, but the basic structural 
change to the PhD or additions to it, have been ESRC driven. Obviously 
my view of the ESRC includes advanced methods and that’s got to be in 
there and you know, I pick that up. And nowadays if you’re an external 
examiner, you go into an examination and yep, probably in the last two or 
three years, I’d say anywhere between 40 and 60% of the viva focuses on 
research methods. To a much smaller degree the theory that drives the 
PhD is there, but to certainly a smaller degree than the methods, are the 
results and what you’ve learnt from them (Jack: 96-104).
The two extracts above appear to recognise that focusing on outcomes may well affect 
the student experience however by contrast the extract that follows, whilst still 
relatively pragmatic does recognise that mature doctoral students are likely to have 
quite differing needs to younger students.
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Once you start looking at the lifelong dimension and start looking at 
people coming back from the world of work into higher education, the 
CPD issues, the post experience qualifications and you know the doctoral 
students and you will see increasingly I suspect, particularly outside the 
hard sciences and I haven’t actually looked at the numbers, but I would 
guess that the doctorate is in the hard sciences, is still the end of a classic 
full-time education process. But in the social sciences it’s much more 
likely to be somebody in mid-career deciding, ‘I’ve been in this long 
enough now to start to want thinking really hard and kind of test myself 
on this territory’. Once you start working like that, you’ve got a very 
different notion of what counts as knowledge and who decides what is 
relevant knowledge (Ian: 266-274).
The speaker above points to the idea that what constitutes legitimate knowledge and 
therefore valid outcomes for doctoral education is changing. By contrast, in the more 
idealistic extracts that follow an outcome of doctoral training, which is not perceived 
of as having changed, is the idea that the doctorate is about the development of the 
individual student.
Very often to be perfectly honest and to put a different slant on it, what 
you’ve done and the value of what it is you’ve contributed is probably the 
least important thing. The most important thing is how you’ve been 
trained, you’ve trained yourself and how you’ve disciplined 
yourself...Here Christopher spoke about his personal experience of how 
he had approached his PhD research. His reflections are omitted from this 
text, as it is likely they would make him identifiable. However, 
Christopher continued by saying... And the whole experience, hopefully, 
has been a life enhancing one and it’s a good thing to have done, it makes 
you better able to tackle problems, in fact I personally think it makes you 
better able to tackle life. (Researcher mmm it’s the personal growth as 
well as the growth of knowledge). Exactly, I would agree, yes I would 
agree with that. And probably as I say, it’s that experience that’s more 
important than the in the end, well more useful, to not only the individual 
but the community in which they operate and the society in which they
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operate, than the actual outcome of their PhD (Christopher: 192-196 and 
200-208).
I mean I think that, in some way that says that the ideals of the university 
are still alive because, I think that notion of it being a space to pursue 
personal inquiry is, precisely what it should all be about. Umm, and you 
know, most people who are doing that will get rather more interested in 
the qualification the closer the viva gets! (both laughed). And why not! 
That’s fair enough. But there are, I mean, you know, I’m thinking in what 
other context could people pursue those kinds of inquiries, I mean people 
could write a book or produce some work of art or go on a journey or 
umm, I don’t know, go and pursue their personal quest, somehow. And,
I’m trying to think but other than producing some product, like some art 
form, some literary form or some creation, I can’t immediately think of 
other ways in which people can have, you know, legitimately have that 
space, for doing that amount of reflection, exploration (James: 201-212).
Perceptions surrounding the student
Seven of the eight academics referred to the doctorate from a student’s 
perspective. In the first three sets of perceptions the economic implications are 
the focus. In the last the four, academics discuss why they thought students 
would wish to register for doctoral study. They acknowledge that for mature 
learners their inquiry will be of deep personal relevance and again the 
distinction is made between mature and younger candidates.
(Researcher -Where do you think the person is in the process then? Or 
perhaps I should say, is the person in the process?). The person? Umm, ... 
I think very much so. And I was about to blurt that out and I paused to 
think why? you know, how could I justify that assertion? This is very 
much an institutional perspective, this is from the perspective of being 
responsible for an institution and also having a personal engagement with 
our education research centre. One reason why the person is very
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important is that it is actually a market place. I mean, people at different 
stages in their careers often feel dis-empowered when in fact, they have 
rather more power than they might think they have (Graham: 292-300).
At the end of the day what we’re expected to do, is to service our 
customers which are the students. (Researcher- do you see the student as 
the customer?) Yes, very much the student is the customer ! (Researcher - 
but what about businesses?) Well yes, there are lots of stakeholders yes, 
but my primary customers are my students these are the people for whom 
we have to provide a service for, which benefits them and indirectly 
benefits the economy and the nation (Christopher: 74-81).
In the two extracts above, both from interviews with strategic level academics, 
students are cast in the role of consumers. However, the comment that follows below 
points to the financial implications of becoming a consumer of doctoral education.
The other thing I might want to say about the things that are changing, is 
that obviously the economic position of the PhD student has changed, 
dramatically. And I think that people who decide, have decided in the last 
five or six years anyhow, to continue with a PhD following a first or 
second degree have made a substantial financial sacrifice and they 
recognise it now. When I did mine I probably didn’t recognise it, I may 
have made the sacrifice but it didn’t really dawn on me. I think people 
now are much more conscious of the fact that this is a financial decision, 
as well as an intellectual one (Mary: 59-65).
Generally, there were only negligible differences between academic’s perceptions 
according to their level of connection with doctoral provision. However, the three 
comments above are all extracts from interviews with strategic level academics and 
they do appear slightly different to the comments made by academics that had an 
operational role. Academics who worked more closely with doctoral students tended 
to reflect more upon what the doctoral process might mean to the students as 
individuals. The categorisation into strategic and operational level academics is not 
absolute in that the first speaker in the extracts below has a strategic level
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responsibility for a doctoral programme. However, he too appears to recognise the 
strong personal relevance the doctorate may have for many mature doctoral students, 
his comments do differ slightly from those of the last three speakers in that they are 
less idealistic.
Well I suppose there is a sense that, it (a doctorate) is the natural thing to 
do last, it’s the place to get to, it is, it signals something about you and 
your understanding of the field and your professional standing, which is 
reflected in the way that we use the word. You are allowed to call yourself 
‘doctor’ when you’ve got a PhD. It’s one of the those very few things, like 
Reverend and Professor that people actually routinely attach to their 
names. It’s like public and that’s a significant kind of ‘flag’ of having 
done something serious and I think it has a reputation within a particular 
community. I guess, that there are some people who do it because they 
‘fall in love’ with learning or have an obsessive interest in a particular 
question and just want to get to grips with it. Then there are people who 
want it for career purposes (Ian: 67-76).
I think my, my value and sense around it (the PhD) are much more umm, 
much more for mature adult learners who are pursuing a deep inquiry, that 
has clear strong personal relevance to them. You know this is completely 
hypocritical because I did my PhD when I was fresh out of, you know 
undergraduate and Masters degrees and straight through so, you know, 
basically I wouldn’t supervise myself (both laughed) if I was wanting to 
do a PhD! (James: 56-61).
It’s trying to work with, what the students ought to do, what they can do, 
but with what also excites them. Because you know, if you dampen that 
sort of flame that’s just sort of starting to build up, then they’re not going 
to get through the PhD. They’re not going to do a PhD,y«.s/ to do a PhD.
You do a PhD because you’re excited about it and about doing research 
(Jack: 393 - 398).
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Arguably for some sets of doctoral students, the key drivers, the key sets 
of rationale for a doctoral being you know, what they’re up to, is about 
them, as individuals. There’s lots of gloss on that, ‘it’s linked to the work 
I do, it’s linked to my stage in my career, it’s linked to my need for 
something which does justice to the fact that I am qualified in this but I 
need to be formally qualified in this’, but underneath all that, is a set of 
individual goals and constructions of the self. I would even suggest, again 
in an un-evidenced, unsystematic way, purely in terms of observation and 
experience, that there is major life change activity involved in and over 
and above the doctorate. The doctorate in a sense captures it but also 
incubates it and expresses it, sometimes tacitly, sometimes explicitly 
(John: 384-394).
Some conclusions
This chapter makes an important contribution to the integrity of the overall text in 
three ways. Firstly, I suggest that the perceptions of the doctorate that academics 
shared with me were very largely concerned with adapting to changes as a result of 
sets of internal and external influences over doctoral provision: thus their perceptions 
serves to corroborate the relevancy of my review of the literature. Secondly it enlarges 
upon the findings of a recent study by Henkel (2000). She had concluded that 
academic acceptance of the principle of public accountability was equivocal. I suggest 
that further clarification would be possible by making a clear distinction between 
those areas where intrusion was accepted and those where it was not. In my study, 
because the processes involved were different, professional doctorates were viewed 
by academics as different (or as some suggested inferior to PhDs) yet there was a 
pragmatic acceptance that being heavily contingent upon market issues their 
introduction and likely growth was inevitable and therefore beyond their control. By 
contrast when speaking about academic autonomy (in the sense of outcomes), as the 
right to determine what constituted legitimate knowledge, there was an intense sense 
that it should be protected wherever possible, and here their perceptions were 
unequivocal and all spoke from an idealistic stance. In the third instance this chapter 
serves to reinforce my claim that there is much wisdom to be gained from listening 
attentively to those involved with the doctorate and hearing what they actually believe 
they are subscribing to. For in addition to their perceptions presented under the six
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headings above, five academics also spoke about their personal experience of 
studying for a doctorate - only three are reported here as including the others might 
have made the speakers identifiable. They are included though, as they begin to give 
an insight into some of the issues that comprise the students stories.
Oh well my view is inevitably that of an academic, I mean I’ve never done 
anything else, I never intended to do anything else. What I see outside, if I 
talk to members of my own family, I mean I was the first person in my 
family to go to university and certainly the first person in my family to get 
a PhD, actually not the last though, which is interesting. But the, well if I 
look at the family, I think that they have seen, this massive expansion of 
higher education. They’ve seen, you know everybody, everybody now has 
got a degree, haven’t they? (both laughed) And that’s the sort of attitude 
and I suspect that what we’ve got is rampant inflation in terms of 
qualifications so that you know, a Masters degree, pah! they’re worth 
nothing! And you could actually find that all we do is get to that level 
with the PhD, loads of people, you know, if the form of the PhD changes 
(Mary: 391-400).
It was in the, sort of, good old days, when you could go along and your 
supervisor was probably in their office and if they were you could sit 
down and have a chat, shoot the breeze for half and hour and it didn’t 
seem matter, you know? It was relatively rare that they had to rush off for 
other engagements or whatever. I don’t turn anyone away. But at the same 
time I don’t invite them in and say, ‘why don’t you come in every 
Thursday and we’ll have a chat and you know, put your feet up and have a 
cup of tea and we’ll talk about things. Which would be a nice way to do it 
but you know that feels similar to the issues that we, the reading that I do 
nowadays is instrumental reading, dipping into things because I’m writing 
something or teaching something. Umm, I cannot remember the last time 
I sat in this office and sat down to read a book or an article, straight 
through or something like that. So the world feels a little bit different now 
and you’ve got to shake yourself out of, well I  have to, shake myself out
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of, the traditional view, of what has been, times also have changed 
(James: 306-312).
When I was finished I was very pleased it was a tremendous feeling of 
satisfaction. Because you always, well I was, always plagued by self­
doubt. About you know, will other people think this is good? I was fairly 
confident that you know, what I’d done was useful and of good standard, 
but I wasn’t sure what my colleagues thought, were thinking (Christopher: 
232-235).
To end this chapter I refer back to chapter five where I commented that the density of 
the doctoral discourse arises because events and ideas are deeply entangled within the 
identities of the players and the power balance that exists in their relationship with 
each other. To reiterate this belief I provide three further extracts because between 
them they succinctly capture the dilemma that lies at the heart of the idea of the 
university -  the issue of living out an ideal, in the inescapable reality of everyday 
practice.
There have been times, particularly sort of driven by RAE, that one of 
your indicators are, how many research students?, and how many research 
student completions you have and so the universities perhaps I think 
between 1996 and 2001, may have taken more research students on than 
they could handle in terms of adequate supervision and so on. I think the 
students really are prime they need to have quality supervision and you 
can’t take them on just because it’s good for your numbers (Jack: 44-53).
I don’t think it’s so much the product of the PhD as the process of 
somebody becoming maybe a more confident learner, more confident to 
stand up and say, T challenge this, I question that, you know, I advocate 
this’, you know. But, I think that we’re in a trend where academic 
freedom generally, is getting increasingly circumscribed and challenged 
without it being terribly overt because of the sort of underbelly of quality 
assurance schemes and whatever, this has that effect. Even if the people
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who brought them in, have the best of intentions for them (James: 383- 
388).
I mean, knowledge is expanding all the time, certainly depending on 
whose eyes are focused on the question. If you’re an industrialist you will 
be impatient with some types of knowledge and say it’s irrelevant and 
make value judgements about what is relevant and what is not and I think 
that’s called the marketl {Both laughed) (Christopher: 158-161).
What can be seen from the perceptions of this group of academics, is the belief that 
academic autonomy is vital, to protect what one of them described as, ‘the most 
privileged space within the university, the doctoral space’. In the chapter that now 
follows, student’s perceptions are presented and what they share in common with the 
academic’s perceptions, is that they too want to believe that the doctoral space is a 
privileged space. Their perceptions of why it symbolises a privileged space are 
different to those of the academics, yet the strength of feelings is just as strong and I 
argue, just as legitimate.
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The perceptions of the doctorate presented in this and the following chapter, are 
derived from interviews with twenty-nine doctoral students, seven men and twenty- 
two women. Individually, their histories vary tremendously but with their ages 
ranging from late twenties to the early fifties, what they share in common is that they 
are all classed as mature students. Even though the majority of them work as 
academics in further and higher education, their perceptions of the doctorate are quite 
different to those of the academics as presented in the previous chapter, both in 
content and style. The reason they appear so different is because the frames of 
reference they used stemmed from having talked about their own educational 
histories: as such they contain highly subjective perceptions of the doctorate in terms 
of what the doctorate meant to them in relation to other aspects of their lives. To a 
certain extent how I present their stories was in one sense decided for me, for as 
Collins (1998) notes by referring to Bourdieu (1977), not only does methodology 
determine what information a researcher obtains but it also influences the eventual 
form of the account. The final form of the students’ stories is presented in three ways: 
the first is a telling, the second an explaining and the third a theorising. The 
explaining (my content analysis) of a range of their perceptions and my review of how 
these had motivated them to register for doctoral study, with reference to Cross’ 
(1981) germane work on the motivation of adults as learners, is presented as chapter 
ten. The theorising of their stories is presented in chapter eleven where I move to an 
abstract level using Bourdieu’s theory of structural relations and the concepts of 
habitus, field and capital.
However, the telling is presented in this chapter and its form also incorporates three 
levels of analysis: firstly the interpretation of their past lives that students presented to 
me, secondly my interpretation of main points and issues as agreed with students and 
thirdly their perceptions being {xo)presented to others as exemplar stories. According 
to the theorising of Garfinkel (1967) and Schütz (1967), individuals attach meaning 
through the use of typifications, a device advocated by the social constructivists
The idea o f the doctorate Student Tales
Berger and Luckmann (1966:194), for understanding identity types. My 
representation of the students’ stories as exemplars utilises a form of typification or 
ideal type but based upon Weber’s four major forms of social action. In the following 
quotation, while describing an ideal type, Weber (1949:90) makes the important point 
that ideal types are constructs for the sole purpose of analysis or interpretation.
An ideal type is formed by the one-sided accentuation of one or more 
points of view and by the synthesis of a great many diffuse, discrete, more 
or less present and occasionally absent concrete individual phenomena, 
which are arranged according to those one-sidedly emphasized viewpoints 
into a unified analytical construct. . . .  In its conceptual purity, this mental 
construct. . .  cannot be found empirically anywhere in reality.
Exemplars as typologies
In this study I have taken an interpretive stance and therefore philosophically it makes 
it difficult for me to make reference to ca reality’. Yet the issue of temporality is 
important for I am talking about the perceptions of mature students and therefore need 
to acknowledge the ‘historical fact’ that, when this particular group of students had 
been growing up, between the late 1950s and the early 1970s, doctoral education 
would not have been a general expectation and that this would have influenced their 
perceptions of the doctorate. However as Berger and Luckmann (1966:169) note, 
subjective reality stands in relation to an objective reality that is socially defined. 
Based on this argument it is appropriate for me to comment that the general 
expectation when these students were growing up would have been that the doctorate 
was a elite concept for example, during the academic year 1950/51 only 1,153 
doctorates were awarded to students of British universities and even by 1960-61 the 
figure had only risen to 1,837 (Source Simpson, 1983:165), these figures are tiny by 
comparison to the 14,120 doctorates awarded in the academic year 2000/01 the year 
the interviews took place (Source HESA, 2000; Table 14A). The socially defined 
reality of the contemporary in which this particular group of students grew up and 
formed their initial impressions of education would have been very different to the 
contemporary socially defined reality of the UK at the beginning of the 21st century. 
However, whilst perceptions of the doctorate that may have existed thirty or so years 
ago might have been different to the generally held perceptions of today’s youth, the
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situation has the added complexity in that this group of students have had subsequent 
access to higher education as mature students. Therefore, they have utilised these 
later experiences to transform earlier meanings attached to their sense of self in 
relation to higher education and the doctorate. I suggest that the transformation of 
meanings, due to a combination of changes in context and levels of experience in 
terms of educational-efficacy (Knowles, 1987), motivated this group of students to see 
the doctorate as achievable. However, early perceptions of the doctorate’s symbolic 
value and status persist in their stories whereas for younger students whose 
perceptions of the doctorate may have been solely based upon their experience of a 
mass system of higher education as ‘the norm’, whilst the challenge may exist, it is 
unlikely that it will stem from the same source of experience as that of more mature 
students. However, the social conditions that currently determine the context of the 
doctorate, and the types of action that according to Weber may be taken, will be the 
same for students of any age and it is in this sense that my use of ideal types extends 
across age groupings and disciplinary boundaries.
Depending on their level of abstraction, ideal types can refer to individuals, 
organisations or concepts. However, whilst ideal types are constructs, as Coser 
(1977:223) cited by Ewell (1996), acknowledges, conceived of as tools, ideal types 
allow the researcher to “link the construction to the conditions that brought the 
phenomenon or event into prominence”. In this study, I present four exemplar tales as 
ideal types of narrative or core narratives in order to link the present with a historical 
reality thus linking perceptions with socially located experiences. In this way I 
recognise difference and whilst not making generalisable claims regarding a 
stereotypical mature student in education, my use of ideal types does permit the 
stories be recognisable to a wide proportion of the doctoral student population.
According to Weber’s theory of social action, there are four forms of motivation for 
action, zwreckrational action, wertrational action, affective action and traditional 
action. Elwell (1996), describes zwreckrational action as a technocratic form of action 
whereby in order to attain a particular goal the means to achieving it are chosen 
rationally. I have chosen to associate zwreckrational action with the Realist’s tale 
whereby the decision to undertake doctoral study is a rational one motivated by 
expectations of enhanced career progression due to holding a doctorate. Wertrational
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action or value-orientated actions are those that Elwell describes as being 
characterised by striving for a goal that in itself, may not be rational but it is pursued 
through rational means. I have chosen to associate this with the Scholar’s tale 
whereby the motivation to undertake doctoral study is based upon the goal of being 
recognised as a scholar, therefore the most rational means of achieving this is to 
undertake doctoral training, for the doctorate is still perceived of as being the mark of 
a scholar. Affective action, according to Elwell’s interpretation, fails to utilise 
rationality in either the selection of the goal or the means of achieving it. Being based 
on ‘emotional’ as opposed to rational motivation, I have chosen to associate affective 
action with the Philomath’s tale. As an ideal type the Philomath primarily undertakes 
doctoral study because learning is seen as pleasurable and therefore a route to 
enhancing personal development. Finally, traditional action is according to Elwell, 
unquestioning action based on custom. I have chosen to associate traditional action 
with the Evangelist’s tale on the basis that recurrent experience of study is an 
expectation they personally hold and therefore in their professional roles are likely to 
encourage others to further engage with education, irrespective of whether they need 
further qualifications for professional reasons.
Students’ stories
The stories of four participants serve as exemplar cases, each told as a separate tale. 
The stories presented here, are indicative of themes that appeared in the group’s 
individual stories. People have been given pseudonyms in order to protect their 
anonymity yet lest it is forgotten that these are the perceptions of real people non­
identifying demographic details are given in the appendix pages 44-50. Details are 
included for all student participants not just for the narrators of the four tales for 
although each tale is told individually, the stories are supplemented by the voices of 
others elsewhere in the text. The stories are narratives: they are phenomenological in 
that each story tells of how that particular individual sees herself or himself in relation 
to an external world. Whilst each of the tales was told as a unique story about the lives 
they have so far  experienced, they are stories that will have resonance with others.
In selecting which data to present and which data to leave to one-side, there are 
probably few researchers who are not tempted only to use the ‘best’ interviews. Best 
in terms of, how willingly people talked or how much they talked about things that
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particularly interested the researcher and so on. As author of this text I was no more 
immune than any other researcher in my ‘bias’ towards enjoying some interviews 
more than others. However, whilst some interviews were longer than others, some 
interviews contained more personal contemplation than others and in some interviews 
I felt a greater sense of rapport with the other person, the stories I finally selected to 
present here were each chosen for quite specific reasons. That is not to say that the 
other stories I heard were any less interesting or thought provoking but that the ones 
finally presented reflect the diversity of backgrounds which the students in this study 
came from. Chaoyang’s story was chosen because although she is an overseas student 
and comes from a very different cultural background to the other contributors, core 
perceptions about the doctorate and herself as a student contained in her story appear 
to transcend international and cultural boundaries. Hilary’s story was chosen because 
although she had a relatively traditional pattern of education when younger she does 
not quite fit the image of a stereotypical doctoral student in that she is already an 
eminent academic, world-renowned in her field. Paula’s story was chosen because 
unlike the majority of students who were in the early stages of their registration she 
was approaching completion and in her story Paula speaks with hindsight about her 
perceptions surrounding the doctorate. And finally Pete’s story was chosen for no 
other reason than because of the sensitivity and ‘human-ness’ with which he reflected 
upon his educational experiences and what the doctorate meant to him as an 
individual.
* * * * * * * * *
Chaoyang’s story -  a Realist’s tale
I was bom in China thirty-five years ago so I was a child at the time of the Cultural 
Revolution. Since I was a child there have been many changes and the Chinese 
Commission is not really a Commission anymore, now there are very many wealthy 
people. If you say Capitalism is not in China -  I ask you -  who makes 97% of the 
world’s computers? And so it is a country of extremes, extreme wealth and extreme 
poverty yet although rural peasants have very little they accept that elites have 
western lifestyles. It is the same with education, even though all my life education 
policy has focused almost exclusively, on developing high standards of technical 
education for the peoples there are still many people who have no schooling. And
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still only 2% of the population go to study at university. But my parents are university 
professors and so too is my husband and so universities are not strange places to me.
In China as academics we live on the university campus and our children are educated 
free from soon after birth when we place them into the crèche right through to 
secondary level. The standard education system is a little different to that in England 
because it comprises six years of primary schooling, six years of middle schooling 
and four years of secondary schooling. It is very good but it is very strict. The schools 
are attached to the university and so our campuses are like entire communities. I grew 
up, studied, worked and have always lived on a university campus but they are very 
much removed from the rest of society. Although there are positive advantages to this 
level of detachment, it is very restrictive because it is almost impossible to express 
your own creativity. It is very different here in the UK and my young daughter who is 
here with me during my studies likes this freedom very much. But as a parent myself I 
am concerned that when I return to China, my daughter will find it very difficult 
because she has spent her formative years speaking English and absorbing Western 
cultural values. Even more importantly she will have missed four years of her Chinese 
education so she won’t know her characters and so I am worried that she won’t be 
able to cope and that they will think she is a failure.
In China it is very important not to be a failure. It is very different to here because in 
China it is a passive learning environment and if you fail, that means you fail. You 
don’t have any more chances. It’s all evaluated by one single exam and the highest 
scores will be the standard by which a person’s ability and therefore value, as a person 
is determined. If you have a high score it means you will go to a good university and 
be given a good job - if you don’t, you will not. It is a passive way of learning in 
China and I have never felt very comfortable with that, I’m not the kind of person 
who can always remember things and then write them down. Although I work hard, 
ten times harder than anybody else -  well I think so! I will never be the first and 
sometimes I feel very frustrated because I always think whenever you work hard you 
will get it back later but it hasn’t shown any sign yet. So I just keep trying to prove 
that I am a good and useful person so to become proved, for me is beautiful and that is 
very important for me. Although I am a teacher, today in China teaching is not 
considered such a high status profession, not many people like to be a teacher but I
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want to be a teacher. I like to be a teacher, because I always feel I am young with 
students and of course my parents, they are professors, so it’s also influenced by them 
because when I was growing up teachers were intellectuals and therefore thought of as 
amongst the most elite.
I suppose my question came from my experience of the teaching, in my professional 
role when I was in China - 1 was a university lecturer for seven years. But also it came 
from my personal interest in the subject, which in China as everywhere else is an area 
of fast change. It’s a needs analysis and I try to meet those needs because when I was 
there, there was lack of support and now I’m aware of this kind of programme and I 
try to help another generation to overcome this kind of barrier to learning and to help 
their knowledge. I think this is a useful area for my PhD and I think that I’m the only 
person, so far, who is doing a PhD, in this area. I don’t know the whole of China but 
at least in my province, I am the first person. And so even though I have come to 
England to study my post as lecturer is being kept open for me for when I return to 
China. My husband is very good though because he actually gave up his job in China 
and he works for supporting the whole family and my study. I work part-time too but 
the overseas fees is very expensive, it’s about £7000 a year. You know he was deputy 
head of department but he gave it up and now he is doing a kind of normal job, so I 
really appreciate all his help.
Although my university keep a place for me they don’t give me any financial 
assistance maybe because they think this area is not a strong need in Chinese context. 
If I’m doing engineering they’d probably support me, if there is something relevant to 
industry they will support, but as it is I don’t have a penny from my government. But 
I wanted to come to UK because here I have more opportunities I have had the chance 
to look at all the latest resources and to meet people from all over the world. I also had 
chance to go to the International Conference to present a paper.
When I did my first degree it was okay I didn’t need anything else to be a teacher but 
without a Masters degree or PhD career you can’t really survive nowadays in China, 
you need them. And whilst I think this has been an issue for everywhere in the world 
in China a PhD is a kind of status not many people can have, you can have money but 
you won’t have a PhD. PhD is not anybody can do this. So, obviously it has very
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good, powerful status if you have it, as far as I know. So I thought now it is very 
necessary for me to update my knowledge and get a higher degree. Although there are 
not many people who study for their first degree as mature students a lot of people 
study for higher degrees when they are older. But at whatever level you are, there is 
not the intellectual freedom that there is here in UK. Not all of them come to England, 
many go to America. I applied to a university in America and they offered me a full 
scholarship. But I decided to study in UK because the president of my university he 
had his doctorate in England and he was my husband’s close friend and you know he 
talked to me whatever. And I have a colleague and she got her Master’s degree here at 
this university. So when you don’t know about outside of the world, obviously you go 
somewhere where you feel it’s probably easier. If you go somewhere they have 
already known and they tell you about it and what it is like, the life and study, friends 
or whatever it is better, it is safer.
For me my experience of studying here is important because it is like I have 
more chances here to prove that I’m useful. But also I will have the 
qualification which from the research point of view helps make my department 
stronger in the academic states, you know the title PhD. But also it’s good 
because it’s relevant to my career development to academic teaching -  the 
position and it is a strong need. What I have got, I try to develop it, to deliver 
back what I have gained, to deliver back to China, so all the teachers can benefit 
from it.
For me a PhD is a period for you to learn how to do independent research and 
that is important for me because once I have gained that kind of experience I 
will be able to manage projects and of course if I go back to China they will 
benefit from the work I am doing now and obviously I will feel safe because I 
have a permanent job there. But I would like to do some post-doctorate research 
and if I go back I think there is less chance to do that. I think okay just try to 
find where your value is, I think that is the point. I always fail in China but here 
I can try and prove I am useful, I’ve been failed for so many years so I think I 
just want to prove. If I can’t get it I will just think I can Y get it, but I will try my 
best, I always try my best.
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A brief discussion of Chaoyang’s story
Zwreckrational action is a technocratic form of action whereby in order to attain 
a particular goal the means to achieving it are chosen rationally. In her story 
Chaoyang exhibits zwreckrational action, which solely for purposes of clarity I 
have associated with the Realist’s tale. In a realist’s tale the decision to 
undertake doctoral study is a rational one motivated by the desire to hold a 
doctorate as a specific qualification. As representatives of idealised academic 
identities realists tales display instrumental rather than idealistic perceptions of 
education in that for them the motivation to undertake doctoral study was seen 
as being necessary in order to survive professionally. Chaoyang’s story is but 
one version of a realist’s tale. The details of the situational and institutional 
influences over her life in China may well be dissimilar to those of a woman of 
her age socialised elsewhere. However the reason that I chose to tell 
Chaoyang’s story, was that in doing so it was possible to highlight the idea that 
situational and institutional level influences per se are strongly implicated in any 
individual’s decision to undertake doctoral study. Despite expressing her need 
to prove that she is good and therefore of value, according to Chinese cultural 
norms, Chaoyang’s background is undeniably that of an elite member of 
Chinese society. In her story we hear of differences between the Chinese and the 
English education system yet feeling uncomfortable within a ‘system’ was not a 
factor solely confined to Chaoyang’s story, for in the Scholar’s tale, which 
follows, the narrator’s sense of not quite belonging is again an important part of 
her story.
Hilary’s story -  a Scholar’s tale
I was bom in the mid 1950s so it was the early 70s when I started at university and it 
was just sort of expected that I’d go to university. In fact I can remember a particular 
incident, after I’d left school. My mother told me that when I was at grammar school, 
the headmistress had said that, T was, capable of academic excellence’. Which 
surprised me because although I’d always been top of the class and done well in 
exams and what-have-you, I didn’t like school. I’d always been an obedient pupil and 
an obedient child. I just did what I thought you had to do and didn’t question it. 
Primary school I just kind of muddled through I think. I was always top of the class
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but I always liked to play with the naughty children and my Mum used to worry 
because I was a good girl and was going to go far. Secondary education, I breezed 
through, I was the deputy head girl, got good A levels.
I left university with a good degree too but I found out later that they’d expected me 
to get a First, and I’d got a 2.1. But I was in a dream world in those days I didn’t even 
think it was within my power to get a First. I would get what they said I would get. So 
I just did what I did and saw what happened and so I was quite content with it really. 
Even before graduating I decided I wanted to do a PhD and I applied to university P 
but I only did it because I fancied one of the PhD students there. They said, ‘well we 
haven’t got enough places this year, come back next year’. I’m really glad about that 
because it was for all the wrong reasons. So after my degree I went into Teacher 
Training and I only did that because by then I had a boyfriend who was over at 
University C and so that’s where I went. Now looking back, I think my reasons for 
going into Teacher Training, were deeply suspect. So although that’s why I went into 
education I’ve always felt strongly that you have to do, what you have to do, do it 
well, and things happen. I’ve been lucky because my choices have been 
serendipitous. When I was starting out in my field I was one of the early mavericks 
but because the area needed people who were able to represent ideas, people who, had 
a sense of engagement and knew how to represent the key, core ideas and knew how 
to represent that in interesting and engaging ways, so things just happened.
I didn’t set out with a clear career path in mind, I believed that if interesting things 
turned up then I’d go with them. I felt able to make a more valuable professional 
contribution that way and not having any kids to worry about made it easy for me and 
so I suppose that made me appear a bit of rebel too. I have been criticised for that 
though and been told that I should be more strategic in my career path and I’d get on 
better. But I’ve seen people who have got career paths and well they’re all in tears, 
you know, T didn’t think it was going to be like this!’ So I don’t think that for me, it’s 
the right thing. I suppose I would like recognition for the quality of my work, I don’t 
want that to be unrecognised. But, I don’t particularly want to be high status, 
particularly in the system as it is at the moment. I wouldn’t want to be top of this 
system.
190
The idea o f the doctorate Student Tales
I suppose I’ve always placed a high value on creativity and although I didn’t actively 
seek a high profile career, changes within my field during the early 90s did provide 
more scope for my creativity and so I suppose because of that my career did sort of 
take-off. It meant more pressure but it also meant that people started to listen to my 
ideas. I was in the groove of academe, yes, but I wasn’t sparked by it. The creative 
stuff was what sparked me. I’d sent this paper off to a conference in the States, it was 
accepted so I went and I suppose that was the turning point really. What I’d written 
and presented went down really well, two journals asked me if I could write it up! I’d 
gone to the conference just a little mouse in a working group, but people started to 
talk to me as if I was an authority and of course I wasn’t. This was right at the 
beginning and again I wasn’t being strategic, but I think what I was saying was new, 
at the time, about this medium for creativity. So then there was this kind of whirlwind 
two years, going to conferences and doing papers and being asked to do keynotes at 
International Conferences. It was extraordinary, it was wonderful, I really enjoyed it 
and it did seem to awaken in me an understanding that that these were things I could 
do. I could present, I was able to engage people in a keynote forum, I could also think 
and conceptualise these new-ish ideas and I could write.
But, then things started to get tangled because that’s when I decided to do a PhD. I’d 
just finished writing a book and there I was with a huge list of publications, going 
round the world and stuff, being seen as eminent but feeling. I’m going to get caught 
out. They don’t realise I’m just winging it here! These are all new ideas and how can I 
back these up? Okay, it was sparkly, but it wasn’t substantial. And I began to think 
that if I carry on like this I’m into the shell of high status, isn’t Hilary eminent rushing 
round the world on conferences? I was beginning to meet the same people, usual 
suspects and I thought I can’t keep on giving three papers a year because I hadn’t 
done substantial research to back it up. I hadn’t got that grounding in being a 
researcher, so that’s why I decided I wanted to do the PhD. There was something 
about the PhD, which I think now, chimes with well, despite the fact that I say I have 
no ambition for status, I think I do still, ‘bow to the authority’ and so a PhD seemed to 
be a next step. Whilst I thought that it would give me the opportunity to do something 
substantial I also thought it would let me, ‘enter the club’, if you like, of people who 
were doctor this, that and the other. You have to be very eminent to not have a PhD, 
certainly if I wanted to work in the States and I am slightly in love-hate with the
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States. Twice I’ve been invited to work in universities in the States, and I would need 
a PhD in order to be taken seriously over there.
I didn’t see doing a PhD as part of my professional life, I thought it was for me, and 
perhaps that’s why it’s gone in a fairly rag-bag way. I say rag-bag because I think it’s 
been the most challenging thing I’ve done intellectually and it’s probably the first 
time in my career that I’ve had to engage with something that’s, difficult for me. 
Whereas before, oh just give it a bit of energy and I’ll be a high achiever. I mean the 
process of doing it, the conceptualising, the researching, the coding, the being 
rigorous about your evidence, and being able to then theorise, and then see how my 
evidence does help me to move forward with this particular model. I have really 
thoroughly enjoyed that and think I’m quite good at conceptualising. But it’s the slog 
of doing it, that I’m not so good at! I just wasn’t prepared for how a PhD is different 
from what I was doing before and I was fooling myself I could wing it the same as I 
had been winging the other stuff.
I felt I wasn’t getting the structured support that I needed, perhaps my supervisor 
found me intimidating because I’d got more publications than she had! Even though 
I’m an experienced writer, writing the 80,000 words in the style of a PhD is a task 
that’s much more challenging, much more daunting than I’d expected it to be. 
Because it’s for a different audience, for a different purpose and much more anally 
retentive as well! And it’s hard to explain to people who are not doing PhDs, but it’s 
like that’s the challenge of doing a PhD, that contract between exhilaration and the 
misery and the pain. There’s just nothing in between!
One of the things that keeps me going is my fantasy about going up for my 
graduation, because I hated my undergraduate graduation, I wouldn’t wear the hat and 
I wouldn’t have the photo taken. And my parents were distraught! And I can see now, 
it was because; well I’d just done what I’d done. I missed my Masters completely. I 
didn’t bother going. But this, this has been hard, so I am going on that platform to get 
my certificate! And I am going to get that certificate because if you’ve got the PhD 
they can’t touch you, because you know, you know. You know the field in that 
particular area and so you do become an authority.
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A brief discussion of Hilary’s story
Wertrational or value-orientated forms of action are characterised by striving for a 
goal that in itself may not be rational but it is pursued through rational means. I have 
chosen to associate this with the Scholar’s tale whereby the motivation to undertake 
doctoral study is based upon the goal of being recognised as a scholar, therefore the 
most rational means of achieving this is to undertake doctoral training which as I have 
described earlier aims to produce the autonomous scholar. Hilary’s is a scholar’s tale 
in that for her the doctorate signified an opportunity to attain the authority of a 
licensed scholar. In Hilary’s story scholarship is interpreted as developing new ideas 
as a form of creativity but these require backing up or legitimating through the status 
of the doctorate. Being a high achiever her previous educational experiences had all 
been positive yet at a dispositional level a strong theme running through her story 
surrounds authority. When younger, bending to authority, then as she matured the 
desire to challenge authority to be a maverick or rebel and then despite her successful 
academic career desiring the authority that she believes the doctorate can give her.
Paula’s story - an Evangelist’s tale
In many ways I expect my story is different to most peoples because although I do 
work in H.E. I’m not at all a stereotypical student I’m quite ancient really- I’m over 
fifty! Whaf s more I didn’t follow a sort of traditional pattern to arrive at the PhD. I 
mean my education hasn’t actually finished, if it’s ever finished, but when I was 
younger doing a PhD wasn’t really an option it just wouldn’t have matched what I 
was doing in my life, in those days. And I certainly wouldn’t have done one if I’d 
stayed on being a school teacher, absolutely not, it wouldn’t have crossed my mind 
and even if it had, I would probably have rejected it as being inappropriate. To begin 
with I left school at sixteen, which was very disapproved of, but having said that, 
most of my adult life I’ve been involved in part-time study. It’s always hadXo be part- 
time and whilst it would have been superb to have been able to study full-time, I mean 
I took nine years to complete my first degree; because of the fragmented nature of the 
things I’ve done in my life, the jobs I’ve had and where I’ve lived, I lived in Australia 
for years, I’ve always had to study part-time and so in many ways it feels like I’ve 
always been a student. I did have a gap in studying, which was about three or four 
years, between finishing my Masters and starting this PhD and I actually really
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missed it. I felt that my mind, that I was mentally deteriorating and I’m quite serious 
about that. I sort of went around feeling quite lost and spent ages reading detective 
stories and things like that because I felt I just didn’t have a focus.
In a way the motivation to do a PhD was less to do with a PhD itself and more to do 
with continuing in part-time study. If I hadn’t been working in a university I would 
have signed up for something else, probably a Masters level programme in a different 
subject. There was to some degree pressure, no pressure is the wrong word, but 
steerage, I suppose from my department that I should do a PhD and not another 
Masters. Because obviously these days they like, well need, to have staff that are 
qualified, in academic terms. Actually even when I first applied to teach at this 
university they said I had to take a higher degree, a Masters, that was part of the deal. 
That was back in the eighties so I suppose things haven’t changed much. Even though 
I’d already got my Masters, the thought of doing another one in a different area did 
seem very attractive because for years, I mean literally years and years. I’d been 
studying education part-time and so the idea of actually exploring in another area was 
very, very attractive.
Also despite having worked in education all these years I really didn’t think I was 
PhD material. I mean I don’t see myself as an intellectual at all. And I’d very 
genuinely thought that I would not be able to work at PhD level. I suppose I had a 
notion of the word ‘academic’ or the word ‘intellectual’, having some sort of absolute 
meaning. I didn’t know what it was, all I knew was that I didn’t think it related to me. 
But what I’ve discovered is that, that’s absolute nonsense. You know, there isn’t 
something that says you know, this is intellectually very high level or that’s very low 
level, you can’t do that. And I still don’t know what the word intellectual means but 
it’s not a word I use anymore, whereas I would have done before. But I think that 
what a PhD does do, is that it enables you to go into the level of detail that you just 
never would, in any other context. So now I think of it, rather than being about higher 
level thinking, although it might be, but it doesn’t have to be, but of the PhD being 
about the really, teeny weeny, nitty gritty, it’s the analysis of all the variables instead 
of most of the variables. And I think that’s the same whether you do an EdD or a 
PhD.
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When I started my PhD they didn’t have professional doctorates or if they did they 
weren’t common, well I certainly wasn’t aware of them. Because if I had known 
about them and one had been available I would have done an EdD. An EdD would 
have suited me far better, both my style of learning but also what I use the PhD for. 
Because whilst in my research I’m constantly making connections between theory and 
practice. I’m doing it for myself, whereas of course the professional doctorate asks 
you to do that, and rewards you for doing that. So if given the choice again I’d 
probably take a professional doctorate. But I’ve been very lucky in that my sort of 
academic career, my professional career has actually followed the PhD quite closely. I 
can’t study just for the sake of it just to get along in my job or whatever, I study 
because I enjoy studying and that’s why I think I’m so incredibly lucky because 
basically, what I teach is, what I study. I couldn’t have done it if it had been the other 
way round and so I’m obviously not a very good Lifelong Learner because I can’t 
learn just for the sake of learning, learning comes from study yes, but I study because 
I enjoy it.
Having said that whenever I’ve thought I’d like to do a course on this or a course on 
that, you know, I was able to hunt around and find the opportunities to do it. So 
probably what my education has done, is to give me an awful lot of self confidence 
and sort of skills, in finding out about opportunities and finding out what people 
wanted of you. Actually I suppose there’s quite a lot of me in my research because 
what drove the initial question, even though it came through professional experience, 
was why did some people become socially excluded, in terms of educational 
experience, when it wasn’t anything they’d done? You see, I think I felt I’d been very 
lucky in that I’d had that opportunity to develop my skills and that’s what I think that 
the sort of socially excluded kids don’t have. It seemed like the schools where I 
worked were absolutely fu ll of people who would fit the notion of being socially 
excluded mould. Super young people but they came out with hugely un-developed, 
zWer-developed employability skills. But they didn’t need to have done. And so my 
motivation to research the area that I have, was something to do with frustration and 
anger I felt that, that happened.
I don’t think I’ve come even close, to addressing the issue; it was too big a question. 
But, when I started off I honestly, honestly thought I’d end up with something that I
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could, I don’t know, tell the world, and it would all be better. It would change the 
whole education system! I’ve only found out a few  things that might be added into the 
equation but, then again I think that’s the nature of PhDs. I think I’ve discovered that 
now, you know, you don’t actually solve the problems of the world. Seriously though, 
it was quite difficult coming to terms with the fact that I was not going to do that. And 
that I’m not even going to come close to doing that. Disappointment isn’t quite the 
right word but there’s something a little bit about, Oh is that all? So whilst what I’m 
going to do is perfectly valid in PhD terms it’ll only be a teeny weeny bit of what I 
originally wanted. I do have a fear I think, that all it will achieve, is the thesis and 
that it will just sit on a shelf and that will be the end of it and actually that’s it. 
Certainly there’s been professional development and it’s been a very good adjunct for 
what I do, I do realise. I mean again when I started, I very much wanted to be able to 
call myself doctor. And that has gone. I really, really don’t care anymore.
It’s funny really because a lot of the sort of motivational factors that I started off with 
have just sort of fallen by the wayside, so it’s like the process as such, is more 
important than the outcome. Over time, inevitably you change, you don’t change 
necessarily as a person but your life changes and therefore you know, what mattered 
very much six years ago, matters much less now. Six years is an awfully long time 
actually! It’s a long time professionally, it’s a long time in your family. The things 
that can happen over that time, do actually, mean that the PhD is the only thing that 
doesn’t move on, which is quite odd. I mean you do move on but it’s the only thing 
that doesn’t change and in some ways that’s quite nice because you always have that. 
But in some ways it’s quite odd because everything else has changed. And so to have 
that one thing, that basically you set yourself, that task to do six years ago, is quite 
extraordinary. Well it is for me, because nothing else in my life has been like that. It’s 
weird but I think that’s what’s kept me going really, because I  decided Xo do it. It was 
an undertaking that I entered for  myself and I probably wouldn’t have stuck with it if 
it had been literally imposed by someone else. I said I was going to do it and so I am 
going to do it, complete it. Not that I’ve ever not completed a course but completing 
this will give me a tremendous sense of achievement and probably a sense of relief as 
well. If I was 25 or something when I was completing I’d obviously be expecting it to 
lead me into you know, the world of research or the world of academe. I’m certainly 
not going to become more of a researcher because I like being where I am at the
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moment and I don’t want that to change. I mean if I was to be perfectly honest, it’s 
going to be of no actual value in any measurable sense at all but that doesn’t mean to 
say that I won’t be very pleased when I have got it because it will be something that 
I’m ... well... proud of... inside myself.
A brief discussion of Paula’s story
The Evangelist’s tale has been associated with traditional action because as an ideal 
type it is based upon unquestioning acceptance of tradition and custom -  in Paula’s 
case a whole adult life-time spent in part-time study meant that for her, study was 
almost a custom and therefore beyond question. The label Evangelist for this idealised 
academic identity type comes from one of the other students’ stories, that of Alan (87- 
88) who describing his views on the importance of continuing with education 
commented, “I’m actually a sort of evangelist in that I think we should have a good 
education system and opportunities”. Like itinerant gospel preachers Evangelists have 
zeal like faith in their own educational experiences, and therefore want to spread the 
word in order that others can have this opportunity. In their stories several of the 
students referred to encouraging or enabling their peers or junior colleagues to register 
for higher degrees.
Unlike in Hilary’s story where the desire for validation of knowledge was so 
powerfully expressed, for Paula the generation of knowledge was more important; for 
although her research was related to her professional practice, doctoral study was not 
entered for career progression or CPD but primarily because it was an opportunity for 
further study. However Paula recognised that being an academic working in 
contemporary higher education the influences of credentialism, professionalism and 
the RAE were ‘hard to ignore’. She did not perceive this in negative terms because 
despite it taking a long time, the ‘benefits’ of studying for a doctorate fed both her 
personal and professional life. The Philomath’s tale that follows, Pete’s story, whilst a 
further strong example of the prove-it syndrome is different again, for it clearly 
illustrates the aesthetic side of becoming an autonomous scholar.
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Pete’s story -  a Philomath’s tale
I went through the infant, junior and secondary school route in a fairly traditional 
manner. But at secondary school I was persuaded to do sciences and I say persuaded, 
because my strengths were in languages and I’m not sure what happened, maybe it 
was my please me, please you, kind of driver, that responded to the head teacher at the 
time, who I actually must say I didn’t like. So consequently, well it didn’t have to be 
consequently, but I did fail all of my A levels and that was a pretty devastating blow. 
However, I had been harbouring a desire, a want, to become a priest, because spiritual 
things had always formed a significant part, both of my childhood and my upbringing. 
But I still wasn’t sure. After I failed my A levels I decided to become a student 
teacher, which I enjoyed enormously, even though it was rather a baptism of fire. And 
I guess what I learned was that, I did have an aptitude and certain confidence in 
standing up before people and stringing a few words together and being able to 
interpret data whatever you want to call it, to other people. During that year I re-sat 
my A levels at the technical college, struggled with the wretched things, and failed 
them again. So again I had to decide what to do with my life and what was emerging 
more clearly for me was that I did want to be ordained, I did want to be a priest. I 
knew I wanted to be involved spiritually with people so before going to theological 
college to do a three year non-graduate course I decided to go and live with some 
monks for a year which was quite a, I won’t say traumatic experience, but it was my 
first freedom in the world and the combination of really quite strict monastic 
discipline with a very heterosexual kind of character well... Also I thought I’d have 
another go at doing A levels, and although I nearly got there - 1 didn’t.
So academically it was a pretty depressing time. At the time I thought that I would 
never ever, academically succeed and it really did dent my self image. I’d accrued 
beliefs about myself and my own abilities and capacities, particularly intellectually 
that were to continue with me for quite a while. However, at theological college by 
doing something that I was really motivated to do, there were something like 12 
exams and of course I hadn’t passed a public exam since my O’s, I had got 7 O’s in 
1958 but I simply sailed through those theological exams. So this really kind of 
cheered me on my way because I was able to express both my educative and spiritual 
interests. After ordination I worked in various ministries but I suppose my particular
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bent was, was how to help young people make sense of everyday life, if you like 
relationships in terms of spiritual values and in terms of what the church was saying, 
ethically or not saying. Well domestic circumstances took over at that point and I had 
to come out of the church. I then found myself in that other stream, the more intense 
stream of people if you like, which was my pastoral side, and I started working in 
counselling.
After about five years it occurred to me that I’d gone into the voluntary sector, I’d 
come from the voluntary sector and that if I wanted to work in any other sector well I 
mean, ten papers in theology isn’t going to get one very far at all. So in the early 
1980s I made my first sortie to a university. I did a whole lot of short week-long 
courses and eventually in 1984, I decided to do the post-graduate certificate in 
education of adults. I enjoyed it enormously and doing it was a bit like laying a ghost, 
like in fact I wasn’t thick. I still had this impression of an 8 year old thick lad, who 
was never going to make out academically because I hadn’t got a mind and I couldn’t 
think and really I was a bit of a dead loss. So that course was a really important 
milestone for me: in fact I got a Distinction in practice and I would have got a 
Distinction in theory but my philosophy let me down there a bit. Subsequent to that, I 
did a Diploma and again that was a very seminal experience both in terms of the 
practice but more because of the theoretical underpinning and the making sense of the 
whole of my practice of counselling, it sort of brought everything together.
At the time I was working for a local authority and it was very much a kind of an 
external lectureship, one that looked after the community education of young people, 
adults and special needs and what have you. But due to changes in working practices I 
got more and more disillusioned because I found myself in the youth service doing 
what I thought was a really dead end job. So I left and became self-employed and it 
was the, well one of the, best things I’ve ever done really. I’d let a few contacts at my 
old university know and almost immediately they enabled me to establish a contract 
with a large London based organisation to do some training and supervising for them 
-  I’m still there now. I’m also an associate lecturer at University X and teach on 
various professional Diplomas. Currently I am teaching on a new Diploma that we 
developed, it’s the first one if its kind in Europe. So I’ve found myself, at the cutting 
edge of learning, which I find very exciting and very challenging. Basically, what I
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have been doing over the last few years is, well I’ve carved myself a niche in what is 
theoretically a growing paradigm. About five years ago a colleague who has always 
been a great kind of supporter and believer in me and my skills, said how about 
writing a chapter for a book. I said you must be joking! No he said, you can do it. You 
know you’ve been developing this, you’ve been working this, now write about your 
experience.
So I wrote my first chapter of a book and that gave me a tremendous kind of boost. I 
mean, to see myself in print, it was unbelievable from this thick lad of so long ago. 
Subsequently I’ve written various chapters and papers and I think that as a result of 
writing that stuff I thought okay, I know I can do it but perhaps it’s important to do it 
but with a bit more rigour. I’m a bit of a fighter really, like on the side of the 
downtrodden. So my PhD is partly about giving my area of work, a boost and to 
actually say that I think it is respectable academically, you know something along the 
lines of, there are many pairs of glasses in this world and hey here’s another pair to 
look through - if you chose. So it’s something about giving something back to my 
professional community. And the PhD itself it’s sort of top of the tree stuff, when I 
say top of the tree I mean I think it’s something about, it means that you have 
undergone, a period of training and I put that in its Greek sense, there is a lovely word 
for training it’s aesthesis, aestheticism, which suggests that it’s plumbed the depths, it 
has challenged. I imagine the PhD above anything else challenges the depths of both 
your resources and your capacities and your intellect and your emotion. I mean it’s 
not solely an intellectual activity because well, one of the things that I’m finding all 
along is that sometimes the emotional struggle is in fact greater than the intellectual, 
so for me it’s an all round kind of aesthesis, or training. But I’m still not sure who I 
am proving this to, perhaps I am just proving it to myself, it’s like I can do this. I think 
it’s also to do with the bit about writing and at the same time needing some kind of 
discipline to the writing. As to the spirituality bit that’s like an open book, and whilst I 
think some expression of that remains unsatisfied, the writing will be my spiritual 
experience because for me writing can be very soulful. I don’t say I find it easy, but at 
the end of the day I find it incredibly satisfying -  you know having gone through all 
those drafts. And so I know that one of the challenges for me in doing the PhD will 
be, well perhaps it’s a fantasy, but that it will bring me as near perfection as possible.
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But maybe not, I don’t know, because what I’ve had to learn throughout my life is, 
that it is okay to be good enough as opposed to being perfect.
It’s like I first of all looked at, a Doctorate in Professional studies and I went to the 
first seminar there and I met lots of gurus in the field who’d been around for a while 
and who I respected but then I thought ‘How could I put myself up alongside these 
people’. So then a colleague suggested I apply to University Z and I was impressed 
when he told me how when he’d spoken to the university they spoke to him like a 
human being, they asked him questions, they were facilitative, they weren’t pushy. It 
wasn’t like off the peg stuff, instead they were saying ‘if you want a new suit sir we’ll 
actually help you make one, what sort of design would you like’? If I’d gone there I 
might have been able to cut some years off with accredited prior learning because 
they take all of your chapters into consideration but I thought well no, that’s not quite 
what I want. So I decided to go come back home to my old university, my alma mater.
I don’t know what ghosts I’m laying, by doing this, this PhD. I can make some kind of 
sense of it, clearly the educational bit, that’s something that sort of runs right through 
my life. But who am I trying to prove this to, my father is dead, he was the guy I 
could never get it right for, bless him I don’t have to get it right for him any longer. 
My mother is too so I don’t have to get it right for her. So I suppose I’m doing this for 
me. But I have asked myself why did I go into a field which is actually seen as second 
rate, it’s like I’ve had this second rate thing about myself running through my whole 
life.
Over the last ten years lots and lots has happened to me both as an individual and also 
professionally. But they’ve been very happy years really. And I’ve had lots of very 
good feedback, it’s done lot’s for my self-esteem, but it’s also been about giving back, 
I suppose, to the community. What I’m also hoping the PhD will do for me is to train 
me to be a researcher and what I mean by that, is, is to think like a researcher and I 
believe that there’s lots of difference between being a researcher and thinking like a 
researcher. One might be able to become a researcher by being taught or reading lots 
of books but that’s very different to where there is a process with concepts whereby 
what it means to be a researcher becomes integrated into your being and I’m hoping to 
become a researcher, in that sense. I’m not going to get into this game of, you know,
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putting myself forward to work in teams or vying for contracts, it doesn’t interest me 
at all, that could be extremely boring and I don’t think that’s where my motivation lay 
or lies at all.
Also I mean my professional work may all cease in three years time and I might be 
landed with a white elephant or something but I don’t really believe that because it’s 
something about helping to create a profession. But even if it did, then there’s still 
my other imagining, which is that at some point, I might actually re-take up my place 
in the institutional church. I’ve always had one foot inside that fort. And whilst it’s 
not dependent on the PhD at all, what I’d like to do is to assist in the training of 
priests. Because, I guess because of my own experience, I just think there are so many 
pitfalls and so I’d really like to get a group of people from all denominations sitting 
down and actual talking, not tell them but work out with them, how they can remain 
human beings.
I know I’m fortunate in that for me the pressure is off and I do have choices and can 
think about the things I’d like to do. I mean I’m hoping to semi retire soon and I’ve 
been exploring the possibility of going and doing some work overseas, in the third 
world, for a couple of years. So it’s not like I need a PhD for my CV, I’m not going to 
go out there selling myself to the world. I don’t need it to earn money, I earn enough 
already. Now, it might have some kind of spiritual connotation for me, that I have yet 
to discover, but I imagine that would be in the process of doing it, rather than 
necessarily what happens after it. So I think that for me, doing a PhD is somehow 
completing a Gestalt, my educational Gestalt. It’s like the final ghost shall be 
exorcised and there will be a kind of satisfaction.
A brief discussion of Pete’s story
Of the four tales told each of which for illustration purposes have linked ideal types of 
action with idealised academic identities, perhaps the Philomath’s tale is where the 
association is strongest. The philomath’s tale is associated with affective action 
whereby the selection of the goal and the means of achieving it are based on 
emotional as opposed to rational motivation. Individuals like Pete primarily 
undertake doctoral study because learning is as seen as pleasurable and therefore a 
route to enhancing personal development. Personal development is a ‘tricky’ notion
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to deal with however, when it is associated with a philomath, as a lover of learning, it 
is easier to accommodate. Pete’s particular story was chosen to represent a 
philomath’s tale because the strong combination of cognitive and affective needs that 
he refers to, appear to have so powerfully shaped his perceptions of the doctorate and 
as such reflect the power of the dispositional influences over his decision to study for 
a doctorate. Not only does Pete outline his perceptions but he also reflects upon how 
and where his perceptions may have come from.
A more traditional form of presenting these stories is provided in the following 
chapter entitled, ‘The explaining of the stories’. However, by placing it after this 
chapter, it enables me to emphasise the concept of narrative by first presenting the 
students as the storytellers. For when perceptions are presented as whole stories, the 
interplay of structure and agency is clearer and the effects of the discursive context 
are more apparent. In the four exemplars issues in the stories revolve around 
instrumental aspects of their decision such as credentialism, professionalism and 
CPD, yet to a much greater extent they focus on the more emotional or expressive sets 
of perceptions such as doctoral study being an opportunity to share knowledge and 
experience, the joy students find in learning, of their desire for rigour and the 
opportunity of ‘doing their own thing’. They also discuss how they perceive the 
doctorate as inferring the authority and credibility that they feel they deserve and the 
doctorate being perceived of as an opportunity of proving was expressed as prove-it 
syndrome. The element of proving is an important part of this analysis for, in the 
context of the contemporary risk society, it was as if students saw the doctorate as 
offering them the opportunity to undo the past and actively create a more secure 
future. Collectively, they saw the doctorate in highly positive terms and this is 
reflected in the four tales. However, there was a negative aspect to the doctorate that 
was expressed in some interviews and it concerned the taught element of the 
doctorate. These negative perceptions have been omitted from the exemplar tales, not 
because they did not exist but because the students did not perceive of the taught 
element as being what a doctorate meant to them. However, they are presented here at 
the end of this chapter as they form a part of my story about this research.
I have actually learnt a lot, in terms of, looking at research critically and 
asking a lot about ethical questions maybe more so with the ethics because 
of the people I’m researching into, we’re talking about very vulnerable
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people, people who are not able to speak up for themselves so that is an 
area that actually interests me. But other than that I think the structure and 
the framework I have to say, is not new to me at all from all these sessions 
(Jan : 320-326).
I joined the programme late, in mid February and to be perfectly honest 
I’ve been trying to make sense of all this material that they keep giving us 
each week ... I know exactly what I want to do for my research and all 
this theory stuff that keeps coming you know whilst I enjoy it I’m actually 
thinking can I actually make use of this - or not? (Paul : 128-133).
There’s something about the course that I come into problems about, well 
research methods and I think well, quite honestly I haven’t learnt a thing 
this year. But somehow I’ve got to play the game. And that’s also 
something in the learning curve about, how you can play the game but 
also remain true to what you want to do and that’s something about 
negotiating and keeping yourself alive in what may be a very deadening 
environment. Umm, so having got here, it’s now a matter of how I can 
keep my thoughts alive, keep my research, however I’m going to do it, 
alive because it’s something about me, as a person, my personal 
endeavour (Lena: 207-214).
(there’s) been a difficulty for me with the research training course 
because it appears a sort of tool kit. Shall we do ethnomethodology today? 
Yes, whizz, whizz! And I don’t think there is anything wrong with that, 
you know you don’t have to buy into that methodology and then kind of 
work from it. But it does feel a bit like that to me, you know like a tool kit 
(David : 317-322).
I also go to lectures in Research Methodology, hmm, this thing, that the 
university has come up with, let’s do this fancy stuff for all these PhD 
bods! And I have caught myself in those boring, boring lectures, it doesn’t 
matter what level it is, they are boring. Sometimes you just think, ‘Oh my
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God I just want to be home, watching Coronation Street, anything, I don’t 
care, just not here' (laughed) (Dusana: 377-384).
It’s obviously not new to me because you know I’ve taught it. But it’s 
always interesting listening and watching from the outside, you know 
someone else, crafting together a unit of study... but at the end of the day 
we are adults with a fairly sophisticated degree of learning and if we can’t 
pick our way through that without being hypercritical then I think it’s a 
sad day really (Christine: 227-235).
The social contact provided by the taught element was much appreciated as a 
counterbalance to the perceived loneliness of doctoral study yet students’ attitudes 
towards the taught component stood out because of their negativity. However, I refer 
to them in this chapter because the taught component is included within the frames of 
reference used to define the doctorate by the dominant academic discourse and I 
discuss the implications this has for the traditional master/pupil relationship in my 
final chapter, ‘Upon reflection’.
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Through listening to students’ educational histories I learnt how individuals perceived 
themselves both as learners and as learners in relation to the doctorate, and it was the 
differences between the two that demonstrated how they defined the essential 
elements of a doctorate. In the previous chapter, I inform the reader that my analysis 
of their perceptions is presented in three forms, as a telling, an explaining and a 
theorising. In chapter nine, it took the form of a telling and in chapter eleven a 
theorising. However, in this chapter I focus on the content and therefore it is an 
explaining.
The motivation of adults as learners
Although published twenty years ago, Cross’s work on the interaction of situational, 
institutional and dispositional factors appears as relevant today as when first 
published. I use Cross’ work as the basis of this chapter for in taking a biographical 
approach I was able to confirm the necessity of considering all three aspects as having 
influenced students in their decision to undertake doctoral study. According to Cross 
(1981:98), dispositional aspects relate to, ‘attitudes and self-perceptions about oneself 
as a learner’ whereas situational aspects are, ‘those arising from one’s situation in life 
at a given time’, i.e. work finances, childcare responsibilities etc. Lastly, there are the 
institutional aspects which following Cross ‘consist of all those practices and 
procedures that exclude or discourage working adults from participating in 
educational activities’. For example, lack of grants for part-time students or upper age 
limits on funded post-doctoral opportunities.
Like Cross I too found that what constitutes a barrier was perceived very differently 
by different individuals. She acknowledges the difficulties this may pose to 
researchers by suggesting that when discussing situational barriers, asking whether 
people would be willing to pay for courses? is not the same as asking, if they can 
afford to pay for courses? If students decided to speak about how they were funded, I 
actually asked them about this distinction and without exception they agreed that not 
only would they have been willing to pay for their studies but that if necessary they
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would have found  ways of affording to pay for them. The relationship between 
perceptions and the dispositional aspects of individuals decision to register for 
doctoral study was strong and Cross (1981:104), too had noted this by writing that, 
Surveys are intended to tell us what people perceive to be obstacles, yet 
the perception itself acts as a barrier, whether it actually exists or not.
Yet within the contemporary literature situational and institutional aspects have been 
the main focus of any research into the relationship between motivation and 
participation. This distinction between perception and ‘reality’ is pivotal to 
understanding the students’ stories and their perceptions of the doctorate, in relation to 
the reality of the doctorate as scripted in the literature or in the provision of doctoral 
training programmes. The majority of the students in this study were practising 
academics, yet despite knowing from their everyday experiences of working in higher 
education, of coping with QAA inspections and preparing for RAE in their own 
departments, that the good old days of higher education have gone, they still wanted 
to believe that doing a PhD was somehow different. Therefore, my research confirms 
Cross’s statement, because very largely it was perceptions of the doctorate that 
motivated them to act, irrespective of whether those possibilities actually existed or 
not.
Cross’s (1981: xii) approach to examining what motivates adult learners was premised 
on her belief that, “The very concept of a learning society, calls for a deeper 
understanding of the learners in the context of the learning environment”. Being a 
case study my research investigated how the actors involved in the real life context of 
a doctoral programme perceived the doctorate and as such it works from the same 
basis as Cross by providing understanding of one group of learners in the context of a 
specific learning environment. Although discussed further below, it is important to 
reiterate that the doctorate is a very specific situation. Cross had commented that 
although little conclusive theory existed on the motivation of adult learners, it was 
possible to develop typologies of types of learners: in this text my four exemplar tales 
serve a similar purpose. From Houle’s (1984) small-scale study of twenty-two 
exceptionally active learners, he produced a typology identifying three types of 
learner. There were those who were either goal-orientated; activity orientated or 
learning orientated learners. Following Houle all of the students in this study could 
have been identified as either goal-orientated or learning orientated learners. These
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types of learners are described by Cross (1984:83), as “possessing a fundamental 
desire to know, and to grow through learning, their activities are constant and 
lifelong”. However unlike Houle’s study, none of the students in my research could 
have been described as activity orientated learners. However, as a result of her meta­
analysis Cross concluded that most learners have more than one reason for studying, 
my research would appear to confirm this but although there are many elements that 
are similar two important further considerations should be the age of students and 
level at which learning takes place.
As presenting part of my analysis as student’s stories demonstrates, storying as a 
process involves the interaction of person, time and place however, within any 
individual story the ‘person factor’ is further shaped by situational, dispositional and 
institutional elements (Cross, 1981) in their lives. Sense of self is a multi-faceted 
concept, which reflects the idea that individuals have many social roles, mother, 
daughter, housewife, teacher etc. I found that when students spoke about CPD issues, 
they used past employment related experiences in order to construct their stories yet if 
they were talking about the problems of combining work and study they were more 
likely to be making comments with reference to their role as husband/wife or 
mother/father. This according to Goffman (1959), is because the facet that is used to 
create meaning will depend on the individual’s particular role in a given situation. 
Therefore in this study, whilst the stories were all highly complex in that different 
aspects of the students’ stories related to different life roles, there were similarities 
across the group in the core narratives that appeared in their stories. It was the 
existence of similarities that reflected the socially defined reality, which formed the 
context for their more personal or narrative interpretations of the past experiences. 
Therefore, my use of ideal types appears to sit comfortably with the aim of narrative 
analysis, which according to Collins (1998) citing Chase (1996:55) is,
...not to impose immutable or definitive interpretations on participants' 
stories or even to challenge the meanings participants attach to their 
stories. Rather, its goal is to turn our attention elsewhere, to taken-for- 
granted cultural processes embedded in the everyday practices of 
storytelling.
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Different levels different motivations
Traditionally research looking at what motivates adults as learners has posed the 
question: why study? However in this study the further consideration was, why study 
for a doctorate? By looking at the distinction between why study and why study for a 
doctorate, interesting differences between the two questions appear in their stories. 
What motivated an individual student to study in general terms, which was possible to 
discern through looking at their educational histories, was not necessarily what had 
specifically motivated them to undertake doctoral study.
In addition, the exemplar tales illustrate that whilst students acknowledged issues such 
as continuing professional development (CPD), career progression (in terms of 
employability), credentialism and professionalism, these were not necessarily what 
had motivated them to study for a doctorate; even though they may have been reasons 
as to why they had studied previously. When speaking about why study for a 
doctorate, they spoke of the expressive less instrumental reasons behind their decision 
to undertake study. These kinds of perceptions are rarely voiced in the literature yet as 
the extract from John’s interview (384-389) demonstrates, some academics do appear 
to appreciate that they exist,
For some sets of doctoral students, the key drivers, the key sets of 
rationale for a doctoral being if, you know, that in other words, what 
they’re up to is about them, as individuals. There’s lots of gloss on that,
‘it’s linked to the work I do, it’s linked to my stage in my career, it’s 
linked to my need for something which does justice to the fact that I am 
qualified in this but I need to be formally qualified in this’, but underneath 
all that, is a set of umm, individual goals and constructions of the self.
The exemplar tales demonstrate the student’s wide range of perceptions regarding the 
doctorate however I suggest that their content revolves around the following; issues 
concerning the instrumental aspects of their decision such as credentialism, 
professionalism and CPD, doctoral study as an opportunity to share knowledge and 
experience, the joy of learning, rigour and doing their own thing, authority and 
credibility title and status and proving. The element of proving is an important part of 
my story for, in the context of the contemporary risk society, it was as if students saw 
the doctorate as offering them the opportunity to undo the past and actively create a
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more secure future. Their desire to prove their credibility and authority was 
articulated as the prove-it syndrome.
The doctorate as a contribution to existing knowledge
In focusing on the doctorate there is the added complexity that as an integral part of 
their studies individual doctoral students are required to generate knowledge, in the 
sense of making a contribution to existing knowledge not simply to gain knowledge. 
In the students’ stories issues around values attributed to different forms of knowledge 
were also influential in their decision to undertake doctoral studies. Values will have 
been heavily influenced according to an individual’s particular situation, which in 
addition, will also have been mediated at an institutional level by factors such as sets 
of values associated with profession, position in a professional hierarchy etc. In my 
chapter ‘On epistemology’ I review the literature which theorises forms of knowledge 
and note their various pedagogical implications. However, here the idea that I want to 
introduce is that individual’s are more likely to be motivated to commence doctoral 
study if the knowledge they will produce will be of relevance to their personal 
situation. Earlier by citing Mason (1996) and Boucher (1994) I suggested that what an 
individual brings with them to their research will have been contingent upon their 
individual biography and educational experiences. By extension, methodological 
stance adopted will also be related to the different types of knowledge that individuals 
value. To put it another way, it is possible to write the person out of the text but it is 
not possible to eradicate the person and their biography from the decision to conduct 
the research. Therefore, how individuals related the knowledge they would generate, 
to their decision to undertake doctoral study provides a further set of perceptions of 
the doctorate. These types of perceptions feed into the debate of the PhD-EdD 
discourse yet, as the example below demonstrates, it is a more complex situation than 
the academic discourse suggests.
Greg is registered for an EdD, for Greg to enjoy study he needs to find it useful, his 
thesis is related to his professional work and focuses on ‘knowledge of application’. 
Moreover the knowledge of application aimed for in Greg’s EdD is viewed positively 
in terms of both CPD and career progression, if given an idealised academic identity 
Greg would be a Realist. David however, is registered for a PhD and his thesis 
focuses on ‘knowledge of discovery’. David’s thesis is un-related to his professional
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role, and his being a doctoral student is actually projected as being a disadvantage in 
terms of employment issues, if given an idealised academic identity David would be a 
Philomath. However in addition both students articulated their belief that study 
provides the opportunity to engage in the joy of learning. The difference between 
them however, is that whilst for Greg love of learning was a motivating factor in why 
study, it was not the primary motivating factor in why study for his EdD. Greg 
perceived of a doctorate as being a necessity in his professional role and that was why 
he studied for an EdD as opposed to another qualification. However, for David it was 
specifically his love of learning, which acted as the primary motivator in his decision 
to undertake doctoral study, which in his own words meant that ‘in a way a PhD is 
absolutely ideal for someone of my academic background’.
From the above illustration two additional points arise, each of which requires further 
consideration. Firstly, in the example the knowledge/scholarship of application was 
contrasted with the knowledge of discovery however even on the grounds that an EdD 
is required to make a contribution to practice it would be too simplistic to assume that 
any differences could be based solely on whether a student was registered for an EdD 
or a PhD. On the one hand, several of the students registered for PhDs were 
conducting research based on the idea of the scholarship of application and on the 
other hand, perhaps more importantly, even where students were registered for EdDs, 
there were differences in where the application lay and this in turn was seen 
differently in terms of how it contributed to their motivation to undertake a doctorate. 
Possibly the most obvious example of how this might influence students lies in the 
distinction between application to their own practice as educators and application to 
the practice of their students. For example, Janet is registered for an EdD and the way 
she understands application to practice is by commenting (266-267)
It’s what it will do for me and how it will help me work more effectively 
with my clients.
For Janet the application refers to her own practice, the focus of her research is how to 
develop and improve her practice as a professional working for other people. 
However for other students, the practice to which the knowledge was to be applied 
takes one step further than their own practice and includes that of their students for 
example, Jackie (150-154) who describes her research as follows,
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I’m actually looking at a module which I developed, which is practice 
development through independent learning and what I’m hoping to do, is 
to evaluate that and see if that method of teaching and learning has given 
them any skills that they can use in the workplace as autonomous learners. 
According to Cross (1981:84), adult learners are motivated to study by the “pragmatic 
desire to use or apply the knowledge or skill in order to take action or in anticipation 
of using the learning in a concrete and pragmatic way”. One of the most pronounced 
ways in which students discussed the idea of using their experience in a concrete way 
was when it was expressed as sharing their knowledge, for example as in Jan’s 
(39:49) story illustrated below. This particular extract was selected from the students’ 
stories because in addition, it makes reference to the importance of others in students’ 
decision making.
I have a very good friend and whenever she was seeing me she would be 
saying to me “Come on Jan, you’ve been in this so many years, all your 
knowledge and all your skills it’s all there so why don’t you put it into 
paper”. So it opened up my mind and I did say to myself “yes, quite right, 
why not? Let’s put it to good use what I have got here so that maybe, 
perhaps I can share”. And that’s my position for coming to do this PhD 
programme really because at the end of the day, yes I have got the 
knowledge, hopefully I’ve got the writing skills to do what I want to 
produce at the end of the day. But yes basically that is what it is, because 
of the wealth of the knowledge I have and I’m willing to share in this 
research work.
Not all students felt that their existing knowledge was where their contribution might 
lie, nor did they necessarily wait for the encouragement of another. The following 
example contains two extracts from Sally’s story and she clearly demonstrates what 
Cross refers to as a pragmatic stance. The second part of the excerpt is interesting 
though in that, whilst she begins by saying that using her learning in a concrete way 
had been a primary source of motivation, later in her interview, she changes her 
position a little.
It was a very firm decision and quite why it was taken. That was, if  a 
suitable subject came up that I was a) interested in and b) would be able to 
study and c) I thought would be useful, then I quite fancied doing a PhD. 
(241-244) ... Originally it was one of the three categories that you know,
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it was do-able, I was interested in it and it would be useful. I have to say 
though that I’ve enjoyed doing it so much, that whether it’s useful, has 
declined in importance (586-589).
The joy of learning
Not only do Sally’s comments above point to the idea that perceptions and 
motivations can change over time but they corroborate what Tough (1974) had found 
in his study, that the majority of students rate the pleasure of learning very highly. 
Although I have specifically named one of the narratives the Philomath’s tale, the joy 
of learning was a powerful theme that ran through almost all of the students’ stories as 
the following selection of short extracts demonstrates.
I get a buzz from it... it’s not a compulsion but my brain always has to be 
active.... I like study...I like the concept of college... I like having 
something else to do, like having to sit down and make myself read 
something other than what I’m teaching... it’s professional development 
but it’s also personal development from my point of view.... There’s a 
large aspect of it which is personal development and keeping the two 
brain cells that I have got clicking together kind of thing ... I think I’m 
quite addicted to it! ... When I’ve got no work to do I feel like there’s this 
big void in my life
The following extract from David’s story (238-250) demonstrates the further aspect of 
how the joy found in learning can be closely related to love of their subject, which for 
David was a primary motivator for undertaking doctoral study.
I think I’m probably doing a PhD as much as anything for the enjoyment 
of keeping my head alive and umm, as a bit of an antidote to my day job 
(both laughed) And I love philosophy and what I am doing is going to be 
the philosophy of education and I don’t know why I but, of all the things 
I’ve ever read, it’s always philosophy that’s something that really excites 
me. Well I think I do know why, because ultimately much of my life I’ve 
been most interested in ultimate questions. Why are we here and the 
what’s it all for? And while they can depress the hell out of you at times.
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there’s a sense of why as opposed to what and how questions, as being 
both intimidating but exhilarating.
In the quotation above, David speaks about his joy in learning one which he says was 
fostered very early in his life and as such he would appear to be what Cross (1981: 66) 
citing Armstrong (1971) refers to as having a learning-prone personality. However, to 
suggest that people might have learning prone personalities takes no account of 
situational factors in an individuals life, as the example below demonstrates which is 
from earlier in David’s story (13-22).
I had an unhappy home life but a very caring primary school teacher who 
saw me through my parents separating and it was a kind of difficult split 
for them and I was caught in the middle of it. But my primary school 
teacher was a very, lovely woman, so there’s a sense for me, in which the 
educational milieu, at least that part of it, was a source of constancy in a 
changing world. But as to education itself I wasn’t a particularly brilliant 
or even able student. I mean from my recollection, I day dreamed my way 
through primary school and that was in all my reports, you know, could 
do better, or doesn’t appear to apply himself. Appear to? I don’t think I 
did!
In chapter seven ‘Tools of the bricoleur’, Albeit and Dausien’s (2002) claim that 
initial educational experiences determine students’ later perceptions about the value of 
education, was countered by citing Knowles’ notion of Educational Efficacy (1987) 
whereby, as learners become more proficient at learning they derive greater pleasure 
from it. Again an extract from David’s story (198-202) is presented to illustrate this 
relationship between repeat learning and increased pleasure.
I’ve found that the further I’ve got into academia, the more I have enjoyed 
it. Partly because they leave you alone (both laughed) umm and partly 
because you don’t have to memorise all the old rubbish, which I loathed. 
However not all students had enjoyed study, as for some study had only ever been 
entered into for instrumental reasons. In the following extract from Geoff s story (22- 
38) he talks about finding pleasure in study.
I was one of those people who rebelled against school, I left school early 
and I didn’t like the fact that it was enforced although I quite liked 
reading. I also think at that time, well there were lots of combinations, lots 
of variables that affected my decision not to study, part of it was family
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background I think part of it was err, umm, personal circumstances that 
were affecting me at that time umm so I, I didn’t really, you know, 
certainly at that time I didn’t think that was the direction that I was going 
to go in or find myself in again... but I completed my MSc in 1999 or the 
end of 1998 and err and I found that I enjoyed the process of studying, 
there were also advantages in terms of the field to the type of work that I 
do which is consultancy mainly in the corporate sector so there are 
advantages to be being qualified because it provides an external 
recognition of some of the knowledge that I had managed to accumulate 
through my working career but the two things seem to sort of feed into 
each other. So my decision to study for a PhD followed on from that 
really umm I saw it as being a continuation of that.
Although Geoff had not enjoyed school, he later came to find pleasure in learning yet 
according to Cross (1981:97), “unpleasant early school experiences are a major 
deterrent to adult participation in learning activities”. However, what both Cross and 
Alheit and Dausien (2002) share in common is that they fail to take account of the 
effects of subsequent educational experiences yet the affects of these was something 
that students spoke about many times in telling their stories. Janet (114-120) describes 
the difference between her previously unfulfilling educational experiences and her 
subsequent experience as studying for her degree as a mature student
It was like I couldn’t wait to get out of the classroom at the end of the day 
and you know. I’d write notes and it would go through one ear and out the 
other so really nothing ever sat or stayed with me that I can remember.
But I took the plunge to go off and be a full-time student at university for 
2 years. I could have never of afforded that myself, there was just no way 
I could have just gone off to university but I got sponsored, and I had a 
whale of a time, it was bloody brilliant, it was like the first time that I’d 
really the opportunity to appreciate the education I was getting.
Janet’s experience of finding pleasure in learning and the impact it had on them, was 
expressed by many of the students, for example by Paul (90) who stated, ‘That course 
really did I think change my whole life’. The ability of a positive educational 
experience to transform is clearer still in the following from Lani’s story (77-81)
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I was quite old really, well in my forties, when I decided to do a degree in 
Nursing Education. I did very well and I got an upper second, and it was 
very exciting and I think then education again took on a different meaning 
for me. I became my own person, truly then.
A large number of the students in this study had completed their first degrees as 
mature students and with the exception of one; all had studied at Masters level as 
mature students. Moreover, as the following extract from Elsa’s story (30-34 and 36- 
42) demonstrates, ‘once the bug has bitten’, even if students later suffered setbacks in 
the sense of less fulfilling educational experiences, the drive towards study appears to 
remain strong.
I went to a High School for Girls and hated it, absolutely hated it. So I did 
not do well and that frustration and boredom colours, well, it’s 
psychological baggage that you bring from the past to the future. But, I 
undertook nurse training, following school and did well. It was the first 
time that I’d engaged with anything that, I was really interested in. Next I 
did the City & Guilds 730 I was still a Night Sister at the time but I 
absolutely loved it, it inspired me. .. .then I did my Masters and I’d always 
had the notion that Masters level was about engaging in academic debate 
and it wasn’t. And I was desperate to engage in it and to challenge them at 
the same time. But it just wasn’t like that. I was so disappointed with it.
So the opportunity to undertake the MPhil/PhD was manna from heaven 
really. I started a couple of months ago and I’m enjoying it hugely.
Whilst the joy of leaning has already been discussed, in the following extract from 
Ruta’s story (52-59) a clear picture begins to emerge of how joy of leaning was 
understood by students and how this was an important element in their perceptions of 
the doctorate.
I looked very briefly at doing an EdD, but one of things I found was that 
I’d done a taught Masters and one of the things I found was that I got 
bored with being taught because I wanted to go in different directions and 
you couldn’t because your assignment titles made you go certain ways but 
I’d find something interesting and want to go off at a tangent but you 
couldn’t and so I thought I don’t want to be taught anymore I want to 
learn. I want to learn and in my own way and be able to form my own
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things, to be able to formulate my own thinking and link my own concepts 
and come up with my own thoughts and ideas, so that’s why I did decide 
to work in research for a PhD umm although I don’t see myself as a 
researcher which I suppose is interesting.
Doing their own thing
A large proportion of students spoke about on wanting to work on their own, with 
many commenting that this was in order to ensure that it was a proper job not a 
hurried one that only produced good enough research. Many complained that in their 
everyday professional roles they just got on with the job in hand and did not have the 
time to worry about its rigour. Christine (175-180) who perceived the doctorate as 
being an opportunity to do something ‘well’ had described it to me as a luxury 
because.
Everything that I’ve done, it’s been the, you know, strict routine of 
deadlines. And umm, having to be very, very strict about it. And so to be 
able to actually relax and have space to think that extra inch deeper rather 
than you know, everything I do is a trail of opportunities that I’ve known 
have been there but have had to have been, to turn my back on them 
because there just wasn’t the time to do them.
The potential for producing a rigorous and finely crafted piece of work appeared to be 
a very strong motivator in the stories collectively, which for David (220-223) was, 
“Because it’s about the first and only chance you get to carve out your own empire 
and not have somebody else telling you how theirs should be”. Given the professional 
profile of this specific group of students, it was perhaps not surprising that their hopes 
and expectations for the doctoral process were more concerned with having the 
opportunity to ‘get down to the nitty gritty’ or ‘do their own thing’ which they 
perceived of as ’the real business’. Yet as Jan (313-319) comments,
Doing a PhD is a very lonely thing, let’s put it this way, I think it can be 
very isolating. I mean there are not many of us in my faculty at the 
moment who is actually doing a PhD and in fact there’s only two of us 
looking into learning disabilities but not the same topic or subject area if 
you like, and we don’t even very often get to talk about it funnily enough. 
Really even when I come here although the principles of doing research is 
shared and talked about in the class, looking at my specific area well no
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that being more mature, the life experiences they had coped with, made it easier for 
them to undertake this type of study now.
On difference and the prove-it syndrome
Desire for difference does not necessarily imply desire for elite status and whilst elite 
status implies being ‘better than’ - difference does not. Rather, it suggests that the 
greater the difference the harder it becomes to categorise a person. In a risk society 
individuals are responsible for their own ‘career’ (May, 1997) therefore, whilst 
amassing credentials is of practical value, being different is of additional symbolic 
value. Above I noted that Cross had referred to confidence in own ability as being an 
important dispositional factor, and this was a very persistent perception amongst the 
students I interviewed. This uncertainty in own ability ranged from literally being 
uncertain if they would be able to produce a thesis, to what I term the prove-it- 
syndrome. To whom the students wished to prove themselves varied between, the 
system, and individuals within the system, to solely themselves. However, the prove- 
it-syndrome was the single most powerful motivator identified by virtually all the 
students I spoke with. The issues discussed in their stories were all issues that the 
students volunteered yet not only do a large number of the transcriptions contain the 
actual words, ‘prove-if but when I sent back the transcriptions and my summary of 
how I had interpreted their histories/stories, although students came back to me to 
clarify other issues, where I had suggested that I understood them as somehow 
wanting to prove something, not one student refuted it.
At this point it is important to distinguish between the prove-it syndrome and the 
Impostor Phenomenon, as first described by Glance (1985). I knew was hearing 
something in addition to the Impostor Phenomenon which describes the situation 
when people either fear failure or fear the risk of being found out for not having the 
competencies other people expect them to have according to their qualifications or 
professional expertise. With the prove-it syndrome it appeared quite the opposite, 
people wanted the recognition and authority that they felt they deserved but had not 
received and they perceived the doctorate as somehow providing them with this 
opportunity. For example as Michelle (128/129) commented,
When I get it, it’ll prove that a poor East End girl who didn’t have any 
education, can actually do it in the end anyway.
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For other students however, the desire for proving their educational ‘worth’ had 
affected them throughout their education, for example Paul (16-23) who says,
I messed about in school I was distracted in school, by girls, {both 
laughed) sports and music and dance and when I got my CSE results they 
were so abysmal... that I begged my mum and dad to let me stay on and 
they said nope you’ve been messing about ... get out! So I suppose I 
thought to myself well I'm going to prove to myself that I should have 
done better and I think I've been doing that for the last whatever it is, not 
30 years but 25 years. So education for me has always been personal goals 
and personal aims.
However in addition to education generally being about enabling or proving, at the 
doctoral level the prove-it syndrome ties in with beliefs surrounding the doctoral 
process as being the production of the autonomous scholar and thus the conferment of 
the doctorate as symbolising a reward for the power of thinking. In an earlier section, 
it was noted that students recognised that motivations which had once been important 
had changed over time, however by contrast the prove-it syndrome and the symbolic 
value students attached to the doctorate appeared to remain constant over time. Paula 
(in the Evangelist’s tale) and Hilary (in the Scholar’s Tale) were both nearing 
completion yet whilst their stories suggest that if anything, perceptions surrounding 
the authority of the doctorate grew, as opposed to diminished with time, perhaps this 
was understandable in that by this time both had expended a large amount of time and 
effort on achieving their objectives.
On the interaction of dispositional and situational aspects
According to Bourdieu and Passeron (1997: 205), differences are ‘manifest’ in the 
individual because the habitus is ‘the site of the internalisation of externality and the 
externalisation of intemality’. It is useful to understand the habitus as a two-way mirror, 
whereby an individual looks out at society and then acts according to how they perceive 
themselves in relation to that society. Consequently, if a society projects the idea that 
education is the route to self-determination this will exert influence over individual’s 
actions. Therefore following Bourdieu, who refers to the desire for self-determination or 
creation of identity through education as a form of, transformation and retranslation, it is 
possible to avoid the risk of assuming it’s all to do with motivation but failing to take 
account that for each individual there will always have been social factors which
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moulded their aspirations. Moreover, the situational and institutional level influences 
over individuals are constantly changing for in addition, there are changes in social 
expectations according to life-stage. Therefore regarding differences between 
individuals’ stories, it is plausible to suggest that, as in the example used earlier, for 
Greg the effects of credentialism within higher education have led to the situation 
whereby, he considers that a doctorate is a necessary requirement in his professional 
role (not to secure career progression but more simply as a requirement of post). 
Whereas for David who works in a field with its own system of professional rewards, 
a doctorate is less valuable in practical terms but it remains valuable in symbolic 
terms. In addition the issue of value, in terms of power, is relevant at a dispositional 
level, for students sought the power they perceived as being inherent within the 
doctorate as a form of authority. Students saw this power as giving them the ‘right’ or 
credibility to stand up and say ‘this is what I think’ which in a professional situation 
they considered highly important. However, with reference to self-determination or 
the retranslation of self through education, as the following extract demonstrates, 
students saw the doctorate as offering the potential to ‘prove’ that in holding a 
commodity which is of value, they as individuals were of value.
It’s about me. You know, it’s my own process and if it wasn’t I couldn’t 
do it. I couldn’t just be doing this to prove a point to everybody else or 
because I wanted to make everybody else’s life better. It has to be because 
it’s for me. It’s my self-exploration (Tracy : 124-126).
It’s to do with, not just about me personally but about the context in which 
I work and the context of nursing and midwifery education now. And I 
think that, there is also a professional imperative, in terms of, not just my 
professional development but in terms of the professions’ development. I 
think there is an imperative for those who can, who are able and who wish 
to, to actually take that step because I think it is actually about general 
enhancement and if I can contribute to that by what I do then that would 
be fine (Wendy : 224-230).
I wouldn’t be satisfied either, to just get the MPhil. I think if I thought that 
was the way it was going then I’d stop. I probably wouldn’t go on because 
that’s like failing, that’s like going only half way in a marathon, you
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couldn’t do that. It would feel as if I’d failed in the process of doing it and 
I don’t want to say I can’t do a PhD because I feel that I’m quite capable 
of doing a PhD, given time I suppose (Amy : 237-242).
Amongst the socially driven issues that had motivated them, students discussed issues 
of credentialism, giving something back to society, professionalism and using 
Bourdieu and Passeron (1997), this can be understood as the ‘internalisation of 
externality’. However, it could be argued that the prove-it syndrome could be thought 
of as the ‘externalisation of intemality’ because for the students the act of learning 
became seen as a means of affirming the desired sense of self that they considered 
would be appropriate according to their individual perceptions of the society in which 
they exist. In other words, the doctorate was considered as enabling an individual’s 
desired sense of self-determination or autonomy, to be recognisable to others. The 
identity or self that students desired, was to be recognised as being an authority or 
expert whose thinking was considered credible and legitimate. This would appear to 
sit comfortably with the claim that the goal of doctoral education is the production of 
the autonomous scholar.
According to Usher et al (1997:5) in a postmodern society, “Learning through life is a 
way of constituting meaning through consumption”. It appears that whilst for an 
individual, possession of a doctorate may or may not be advantageous in terms of 
career progression, its possession was believed to add to their personal levels of 
capital and as such increase their sense of power and autonomy. Although the students 
in this study already possessed high levels of cultural capital they still desired a 
doctorate; not as a form of cultural capital but as a form of symbolic capital for as 
Usher et al (1997:5) further note,
When consumption becomes a matter of meaning, those with the 
necessary cultural and economic capital no longer consume for the sake of 
utility or need alone but to signify something about them and to identify 
themselves in relation to others.
Although they each talked about the doctorate in relation to their own specific 
biographies, the meaning of the students’ stories that I was left with, was that they 
saw the doctorate in the terms described above by Usher et al: that its possession
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would signify something valuable about themselves in relation to others. In the 
chapter that now follows, I discuss this with reference to the doctorate being 
perceived of as a powerful source of symbolic capital.
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On theorising
The three previous chapters within this third part of the thesis suggest that perceptions 
of the doctorate held by students and academics are quite radically different. Yet as I 
acknowledged earlier, this is not altogether surprising because to a certain extent the 
frames of reference available for use by each group, was influenced by the different 
types of interview methods used. However, there is one very important difference 
between their two sets of perceptions and it is one that cannot be attributed purely to 
interview method. The critical difference between them is that, very largely academics 
used rational and instrumental frames of reference to define the doctorate; whereas by 
contrast, whilst the student’s stories incorporate a degree of instrumental reasoning in 
their decision to register for doctoral study, for the most part they used subjective and 
emotive frames of reference to define the doctorate. In each case by locating their 
perceptions within discourses that reinforce the identities they project for themselves, 
both sets of actors frame their perceptions in terms that serve self-interests.
Therefore at a conceptual level, it can be said is that what underlies both sets of 
perceptions are issues concerning identity. The table of associations on the following 
page illustrates that, when the two sets of perceptions are interpreted as being 
concerned with the will to power, expressed as the desire to determine own identity, 
the similarities that exist between them, can then be seen as revolving around the 
concepts of power, autonomy and identity. In the Prologue (page viii), I stated that 
whilst students’ perceptions of the doctorate are shown to differ from those supported 
by the dominant academic discourse, they are not directly in conflict with it and this is 
shown in Table VI on the following page, where I have linked together areas where 
both parties expressed opinions.
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Table VI showing my interpretation of similarities between the perceptions of 
academics and students in terms of frames of reference used.
Issues arising in student’s 
perceptions
Issues arising in academic’s 
perceptions
Doctoral study as an opportunity to Advancement of knowledge and
share knowledge and experience service to society
Joy of learning Development of the student
Credentialism, professionalism and Professional doctorates as reflecting
CPD changing knowledge contexts
Rigour and doing their own thing The taught element of doctoral training
Authority and credibility Academic autonomy and external 
influences over the doctoral process
Title and status The royal charter and university status
Proving Outcomes
On habitus
To justify the assertion made in chapter one, that it is possible to extrapolate the 
findings of a case study to an abstract theoretical position, thus providing it with 
greater generalisability, I now analyse the above ‘findings’ from the perspective of 
Bourdieu’s theory of genetic structuralism. I chose genetic structuralism to explain 
my findings because as a theory it enabled me to acknowledge structural influences 
over agency but to do so in a manner that would not prioritise structure. A central aim 
of this text has been to give voice to rarely expressed perceptions on the basis that
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perceptions inform actions therefore as Nash (1999:177) notes, Bourdieu’s notion of 
habitus is useful in that it recognises that people “necessarily act in such a way that 
the underlying structures are reproduced and given effect”. The potential within the 
concept of habitus to explain how different individuals may act in similar 
circumstances, was appealing in that it provided me with the basis for looking at 
underlying structural elements that formed the context in which the stories were told. 
In order to make my ‘reasoning’ transparent I first offer a brief overview of 
Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus, field and capital and then proceed by relating them 
specifically to my study. Bourdieu (1993) does not work with the concept of agency, 
for he interprets the ability to determine one’s own position as power and proposes 
instead the notion of habitus to explain the practices or actions of individuals. 
According to Bourdieu (1993) all humans are ‘inculcated with a habitus’, or set of 
beliefs/values which incline individuals/groups or categories of individuals to 
act/think in certain ways. Bourdieu (1977:72), describes the habitus as,
the system of durable, transposable dispositions, structured structures 
predisposed to function as structuring structures, that is principles of the 
generation and structuring of practices and representations which can be 
objectively ‘regulated’ and ‘regular’ without in any way being the product of 
obedience to rules, objectively adapted to their goals without presupposing a 
conscious aiming at ends or an express mastery of the operations necessary 
to attain them and, being all this, collectively orchestrated without being the 
produce of the orchestrating action of a conductor.
My understanding is that the habitus has two structures, the structured structures and 
the structuring structures and it is upon these that the dispositions of the habitus act. 
The structured structures are those ‘objective’ social conditions which were 
incorporated in the constitution of the habitus, my discussion of the issue of there 
being ‘a reality’ with ‘objective’ social conditions can be found in the previous 
chapter. However following Bourdieu, the habitus also has structuring structures, 
those which mediate the habitus and permit individuals to generate practices which 
can be adjusted to match specific situations in different fields of operation. Basically, 
the habitus sets the individuals’ perceptions regarding the limits to their horizons, 
which according to Bourdieu are tacitly accepted. Therefore how each individual 
chooses to act (individual agency) has been constituted by their habitus. Moreover, 
Bourdieu considers that the actions of individuals, whilst dependent on accrued levels
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of capital, are always in relation to the wider context and the actions of other 
individuals or institutions. To explain this he uses the concept of field.
On fields
According to Bourdieu (1992:73) a field may be defined as,
...a network or a configuration of objective relations between positions.
These positions are defined objectively in their existence and in the 
determinations that they impose on their occupants, agents or institutions,...
(and) by their objective relations with other positions.
All fields comprise multiple positions and the positions within any field are 
hierarchically placed according to the level of power or amassed capital that an 
individual or institution has. Therefore, within any field, position taking and its 
subsequent maintenance involves the exercise of power. That it always involves 
power is because all fields are also hierarchically related to each other. Therefore, 
according to Bourdieu (1989: 44) the relationship between habitus and field can operate 
in two ways,
On the one side, it is a relation of conditioning: the field structures the 
habitus, which is the product of the embodiment of immanent necessity of a 
field (or of a hierarchically intersecting set of fields). On the other side, it is a 
relation of knowledge or cognitive construction: habitus contributes to 
constituting the field as a meaningful world, a world endowed with sense 
and with value, in which it is worth investing one's practice.
In very simple terms it is the structuring structures of the habitus that permit 
individuals to act according to their position relative to other individuals, but also in 
relation to the position of that field which, is at the same time, in a hierarchical 
relationship with other fields. To me it appears that the relationship between habitus 
and field is very similar to what Foucault describes as the effects of discursive 
formations whereby through their actions individuals reinforce the discourse even 
though at the same time the discourse constrains them.
However whilst Foucault sees power as diffuse, according to Bourdieu, in any given 
society the political field is always the dominant field of power. To put it another way, 
the position and hence the power of all social fields is defined hierarchically 
according to their relationship with the field of power but also, in relation to each
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other. As the following diagram demonstrates, within the field of power the university 
is in a strong position.
Diagram IV showing the position of the university within society (Adaptation from 
original source Bourdieu, 1993:38)
High tradition and high capital
Mass
Heteronomy
The political field:
the field of power
A field of cultural
production: (the
university) within
the field of power
Society
Elite
Autonomy
Low tradition and low capital
Although in the diagram the university is described as being a field of cultural 
production I acknowledge that this is not strictly how Bourdieu defines the field of 
cultural production. Whilst I offer my discussion of capital in the following section 
here it is suffice to comment that, as discussed earlier in chapter six, universities exist 
to ensure the transfer of hegemonic values and therefore it is in this sense that I refer 
to the university as being a field of cultural or social reproduction. Importantly for this 
discussion of the doctorate is the idea that all institutions within the field of 
production share two common elements, in that according to Bourdieu (1993:115), 
The field of production per se owes its own structure to the opposition 
between the field o f restricted production as a system producing cultural 
goods objectively destined for a public of producers of cultural goods, and 
the field of large scale cultural production, specifically organised with a
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view to the production of cultural goods destined for non-producers of 
cultural goods, the ‘public’ at large, {emphasis in original).
I suggest that the contemporary university is a field of large scale production but also 
a field of restricted production. For although a mass system in terms of numbers of 
students and curricular diversification, to those outside the university, ‘the non­
producers of cultural goods, the public at large’, the university’s legitimacy is 
portrayed as being based on the illusion of the university as an elite institution and at 
all levels. I argue that although system wide the university is run along the lines of a 
quasi market, the elitism that remains within the university is concentrated around the 
doctorate as a field of restricted production. To claim that the university is both a field 
of large scale production and a field of restricted production might at first appear 
contradictory however, as Bourdieu (1993:115) further notes,
In contrast to the field of large scale cultural production, which submits to 
the laws of competition for the conquest of the largest possible market, the 
field of restricted production tends to develop its own criteria for the 
evaluation of its products, thus achieving the truly cultural recognition 
accorded by the peer group whose members are both privileged clients 
and competitors.
Within the university it is the doctorate that represents the field of restricted 
production because it produces goods destined for a public of producers of cultural 
goods, those who appreciate its ‘value’. The doctorate will be of high value from the 
standpoint of the university with its need, as a self-perpetuating institution, to produce 
new generations of academics, further individuals who will become loyal subjects of 
the university. A further justification for suggesting that the doctorate is a field of 
restricted production is that according to Bourdieu (1993a: 115), “The autonomy of a 
field of restricted production can be measured by its power to define its own criteria 
for the production and evaluation of its products”. I provide my illustration of this in 
chapter eight, ‘Academics talk’, by discussing how the university has immense power 
to define its own criteria for the production and evaluation of doctoral products by 
demonstrating that whilst external intrusion into inputs is tolerated, any undermining 
of their right to legitimate knowledge is seen as a totally unacceptable threat to 
academic autonomy. In addition, as demonstrated by table II which shows doctorates 
as a % of all awards, doctoral studies are a restricted field of production in the further 
sense that, although there may have been exponential growth in the numbers of
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doctoral registrations over the last decade, doctoral awards still only account for 3% 
of all student awards. Therefore as with any restricted field of production, what adds 
value to its goods is their scarcity or relative scarcity.
Whilst the university may be understood as a field in chapter two, following Berger 
and Luckmann (1966), I also made reference to the university as being a symbolic 
universe and commented that it was the traditions and rules of which that are adhered 
to and reinforced through the practices of those who inhabit that symbolic space. In 
the four chapters comprising part II of this thesis I provide my discussion of how and 
upon what discourses this has been traditionally defined, then in chapters eight, nine 
and ten I demonstrate how the rules and practices are reinforced through the 
perceptions of those who inhabit the university as a symbolic space. However, here 
when making reference to fields, it is also necessary to make a distinction between the 
university as a symbolic space and the university as a place in order to better 
understand the relationship between macro, meso and micro level influences over 
individuals as agents acting within the university. As a symbolic universe the 
university system is a collection of institutions and traditions and each individual 
university, whilst subscribing to the rules of that symbolic universe, remains at the 
same time a heterogeneous institution which must compete for its share of market 
interest in order to accrue capital. Therefore at a meso level, a university as a field is 
the interface between politics (the field of power) and the practices of the university 
which in this study are interpreted as delivery of programmes of doctoral education. 
Yet what should not be overlooked is the ‘fact’ that the closeness of this relationship 
is expressed differently by different institutions, for it is linked to the position each 
holds according to its level of capital but also in relation to other institutions in the 
field of power.
Positions in the field
Positions in the field are determined according to status or ‘capital’. According to 
Bourdieu there are many ‘diverse forms’ of capital but in each case capital can be 
taken to represent assets to be employed or deployed in particular situations or 
specific fields. Calhoun (1998:141) confirms this but adds that all forms of capital are 
motive forces of social life, with their pursuit being based upon a desire for distinction 
and power, what Foucault would refer to as ‘the will to power’ at a collective level.
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According to Bourdieu (1993) capital is multiform because it includes not only 
economic, social and cultural capital but more importantly with respect to this study 
any form of capital may become, symbolic capital.
My illustration of the relational nature of symbolic capital and the status of 
institutions is depicted in diagram V below and is based on the following figures, 
which are for the academic year 2000/2001. According to Metcalfe et al (2002), out of 
the 168 universities that had the authority to award doctorates, a total of 129 
institutions awarded at least one PhD or Professional Doctorate, the remaining 34 are 
represented by box D. Of the total doctorates awarded in this year (14,500), 25% were 
awarded by 5 institutions (represented by box A), 50% awarded by a further 27 
institutions (represented by box B) and the remaining 25% awarded by 97 institutions 
(represented by box C). In other words, only 32 institutions awarded 10,253 
doctorates.
Diagram V showing positions of institutions within the field according to numbers of 
doctorates awarded.
High symbolic capital
Low consecration
D
High consecration
Low symbolic capital
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The provision of doctoral training is a powerful form of capital to an institution 
because firstly, within the wider field of higher education per se it is only universities 
that have the power to award doctorates. Secondly, positions of individual universities 
within the field are heavily reliant on the numbers of doctoral students because, in a 
limited form, it is a measure of their greater research capacity. The link between 
numbers of doctorates awarded and the power of individual institutions therefore 
demonstrates how valuable a form of symbolic capital the doctorate is to the 
university. Although the reference concerning the symbolic capital attached to the 
doctorate was made to the labour market, an extract from one of the academic 
interviews now follows,
The PhD is playing to a very small high you know high status, high value 
segment in the labour market. What you’ll be seeing is the segmentation, 
differentiation of the PhD just as you have with the first degree by 
institution, by subject, by reputation...(John: 298-300).
Interestingly although other academics referred to the differentiation between PhDs 
and PDs within the university, John was the only one who discussed the doctorate’s 
symbolic value in terms of its potential to differentiate between institutions. Yet, 
according to Bourdieu (1993:4) symbolic capital “is the form the different types of 
capital take once they are perceived and recognised as legitimate” (my emphasis). 
Therefore by extension, because the doctorate continues to be perceived of as a 
desirable form of symbolic capital, one that can only be provided for by the 
university, the existence of the doctorate contributes directly to the legitimacy of the 
university. This situation can be further examined by looking at disciplinary 
differences and the numbers of doctorates awarded within disciplines, for as the 
diagram that follows suggests, a subject hierarchy within the field of doctoral 
production may well exist. Moreover as players competing for positions of power in 
the field, it is in an individual university’s best interests that it is preserved.
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Diagram VI showing subject positions within the field of a university (Adapted from 
Bourdieu, 1993:49)
High degree of consecration
Towards the 
intellectual
Higher symbolic capital as defined 
according to the traditional positions 
within the university as a field
Literature
Sociology
Science
Technology
Towards the 
economic
Education
Media studies
Low degree of consecration
Lower symbolic capital as defined 
according to the traditional positions 
within the university as a field
Whilst the above positions of subjects as disciplinary fields within the university are 
based upon my subjective interpretation and therefore open to debate, that a subject 
hierarchy exists amongst doctorates is less debatable for according to HESA (2002) 
figures, 46% of the 14,500 doctorates awarded in the academic year 2000/2001 were 
awarded in just 2 disciplines - Physics and Engineering. Yet as the diagram illustrates 
these are amongst the disciplines whose high level of consecration within the 
university allows their principles to be considered almost inviolable. The legitimacy 
of knowledge claims made by methodological approaches more suitable in other
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disciplines are judged according to scientific principles, and in chapter six where I 
refer to this as a form of symbolic violence, it is my acknowledgment that position 
taking always involves the exercise of power.
Position taking
To enable me to examine the link between fields, the goods produced and their 
perceived symbolic currency it is necessary to consider the effect of field upon 
individuals’ potential to accrue capital. At the micro level within the university 
hierarchy, individuals as agents each with their own habitus, may inhabit a number of 
positions. The academic hierarchy is well documented and whilst over the last decade 
or so there have been changes, mainly contingent upon the need to accommodate the 
introduction of new management positions within the university, in essence the 
traditional hierarchy continues to extend downwards from the most senior executive 
position to the undergraduate on their first day of registration. Based upon this 
hierarchical structure of the field itself, there are predefined trajectories for position 
taking within the field. However, as introduced above these are, to a certain extent, 
determined through the habituses of individuals who inhabit the field. For whilst 
beliefs are limited by the habitus, any social action or position taking within the field 
is further mediated according to an individual’s ‘amassed’ or socially constituted 
levels of cultural capital. Cultural capital can be conceived of as an internalised code 
or knowledge, and is accumulated or inculcated through a threefold educational 
process; 1) through the family, 2) from the wider society and 3) from institutionalised 
education. According to Bourdieu as with the concept of habitus, levels of cultural 
capital are contingent upon socio-economic category. However, by linking capital to 
socio-economic category is not to suggest that it is possible to reduce any form of 
capital purely to economic capital. For example whilst individuals may possess high 
levels of cultural capital they may not necessarily possess high levels of economic 
capital, (industry pays more than the academe) conversely an individual with high 
economic capital does not necessarily possess high levels of cultural capital.
To illustrate the interplay of the overlaying spheres of influence I provide a simple 
example by suggesting that two professors of technology in a research driven 
university may have lower levels of economic capital than peers working in industry 
but, within their specific institution each will have high levels of symbolic capital. Yet
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even within the same university there may still be differences between their potential 
for position taking and subsequent accrual of capital and these will be contingent upon 
their individual habituses. For example, one professor may be a working class female 
and the other a middle class male. I do not offer a discussion on the effects of class 
and gender within academe for excellent texts analyses already exist in the work of 
Skeggs (1997) and Morley (1999). However I mention it here as an illustration of the 
multi-layered nature of the relationship between the macro and micro even within one 
field.
Bourdieu as good for thinking with
I opened this chapter by explaining that I would first outline Bourdieu’s main 
concepts and then proceed by discussing them in relation to this particular study. I 
have introduced habitus, field and capital and discussed them with regard to my 
interpretation of how the doctorate fits within the university as a symbolic universe. I 
now turn to the specifics of this study and provide examples where appropriate. 
Capital may be accrued in any number of different fields and whilst it may be of 
lesser or greater value in one field in relation to another field, amassed capital remains 
with the individual and influences their potential for position taking. In this study the 
participants referred to as students, were a prime example of this. As a group of 
mature doctoral candidates, collectively they only had the status of postgraduate 
students. Whilst their possible trajectories for position taking as students would have 
been limited to conferment of a doctorate as a form of capital, within other fields in 
which they operate, their positions may be further up the hierarchy. Paradoxically the 
professional role of the majority of the students was that of academic which within the 
general university hierarchy is higher than that of student and as such this would have 
been reflected in the levels of capital they each possessed. A further twist in the tale is 
that not all of the students practiced in the field of education, disciplinary fields 
covered in the group included, Maths, IT and other ‘high’ status disciplines. The story 
told in the Scholar’s tale is a particularly vivid example of this. However, whilst 
following Bourdieu’s theorising on positions in the field can be used to explain the 
ways in which students’ saw the opportunity for enhancing their career progression 
and continuing professional development as possible as a result of doctoral study, this 
would only have been contingent upon the doctorate as a qualification being a form of 
cultural capital valued within the fields in which they worked. However, not all of the
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students were professional academics, for example David (566-570), works outside 
the university sector and as such the doctorate as a qualification was not credited with 
such a high level of cultural capital.
A PhD is not always seen as a plus in my work. ‘Oh you’re just an 
academic!’ywsZ an academic, limm. I ’ve got a very supportive boss where 
I work but the SMT (Senior Management Team) they don’t want to see an 
academic outlook on policy papers.
In order to explain why students might have perceived the doctorate as a form of 
desirable symbolic capital, irrespective of their current professional and social roles, 
‘dispositional’ aspect of students’ perceptions are examined (here referring to 
dispositional as proposed by Cross (1981), as opposed to the dispositions of the 
habitus as described by Bourdieu). According to Cross dispositional influences relate 
to attitudes and self-perceptions about oneself as a learner. Working from this point it 
is possible to return to Bourdieu, who makes the distinction between the ‘subjective 
expectations’ and ‘objective probabilities’ of the habitus and how these act as 
influences by noting (1979:53) that “Outlooks on the future depend closely on the 
objective probabilities which are defined for each individual by his or her social status 
and material conditions of existence”.
However, objective probabilities can change as a result of either increased personal 
capital and/or changes in the social conditions of existence and therefore ‘subjective 
expectations’ of what is possible will also alter. Again an extract from David’s story 
(420-433) illustrates this point. He starts off by describing his early perceptions of the 
doctorate, but then contrasts this perception by explaining why he thinks the doctorate 
is less highly valued in contemporary society.
I mean when I was a kid you know, a PhD was something in the Gods, 
sadly or otherwise it’s definitely not now. Umm, I guess in a Liberal 
society and for all the talk of post modernism or not, I think we still are.
As people become more individual they challenge any global perspective 
and I think that includes PhDs and particularly specialists I think. That 
was part of the Thatcherite administration particularly but generally, the 
rise in the new right to question the professionals, to question the 
ownership of knowledge umm, to question it from a different power base,
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which itself shielded a different set of knowledges, but we won’t get held 
up on that! (both laughed) Umm, and I think that the damage, if that’s 
what it is, was done then to the point where I don’t think people hold 
universities in any high esteem, not in general - nor academics. ‘That’s 
merely academic’ or ‘you’r e posturing' ... You can almost hear Jeremy 
Paxman in the background!
Although primarily locating my discussion of the individual with reference to 
student’s perceptions it is also interesting to note that this was a perception shared to 
some extent by academics I spoke with, for example Mary (444-454) who firstly 
acknowledges the hierarchical nature of the university and then continues by 
reflecting on the idea of capital as a means of maintaining differentials between 
people.
I think that education institutions are incredibly hierarchical. And the 
doctorate and the professorial system and so on have been a mechanism 
for symbolising that hierarchy. I think we do because it’s sort of in the 
nature of human beings I think, to have hierarchies. I think that if  we 
remove the cachet associated with the titles, which is really what we’re 
talking about, all we’ll do is supplant that with other mechanisms, for 
maintaining differentials between people within these organisations. The 
interesting thing, is that of course, how then is the academic viewed by the 
outside community? You know are you, is it significant anymore to be 
called doctor and to be known to have done a PhD? Is it of any importance 
whatsoever?
Working from the basis that these may well reflect commonly held perceptions, which 
challenge the legitimacy of elite status for higher education and an academic persona 
and therefore act to minimise the symbolic capital attached to the doctorate, it is 
possible to suggest that social context acts to influence what may be perceived of as 
objective probabilities. The temporal aspect of context is an issue I discuss in detail in 
the previous chapter. However, in order to illustrate how objective probabilities may 
be seen to influence subjective expectations an extract from Paul’s story is presented. 
Paul (11-18 and 33-36) describes how his expectations regarding his future education 
were firmly rooted in the social context of his growing up.
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I didn't do very well in school I went to a secondary modem boys school 
in North London which I believe was really just churning people out for 
local factories, engineering factories. It was very little academic structure 
I don't know of what the percentage was, but very few actually went on to 
do A levels and degrees. And I suppose it was, well you’re looking at 
1972 so I suppose you was looking at a time whereby you were 
encouraged to leave school and really go in to the factory, perhaps join 
some kind of apprenticeship. So I didn't really think about higher 
educational sort of qualifications... My mum and dad were extremely 
conscientious and valued education, possibly because it was the sort of 
ethical values at that time, but they in themselves didn't really have the 
facilities to ensure that the education I was actually getting was of value, 
as far as they were concerned simply attending school equalled education.
At school leaving age Paul had not yet had the opportunity to amass social and 
cultural capital and therefore his perception, was that not being a white middle class 
boy, ‘university was not for the likes of me’. However, in the intervening years not 
only have social conditions changed and studying as a mature student has become 
‘easier’ but through having studied and gained qualifications Paul’s levels of cultural 
and symbolic capital have increased and therefore his subjective expectations have 
altered accordingly. He no longer feels that the university is an alien place for him, yet 
following Bourdieu, as the extract above demonstrates where Paul defends his 
parent’s attitudes towards education, his habitus will have remained unchanged. The 
story of his lived life contains the hard ‘facts’ of schooling as a working class boy in 
the early 1970s yet the story told shows how Paul justifies his expectations according 
to the objective probabilities, as he now perceives that they would have been.
Although it would be too simplistic to assume that class alone could be conceived of 
as generating similarities in the stories students told, a further illustration of the power 
of subjective expectations is presented and this time the link is made to socio­
economic class in the following extract from Michelle’s story (lines 44-47)
I did okay, I was one of the few, in those days, working class girls who 
ended up at university because you didn’t, it wasn’t an umm, you know 
you were a hairdresser or you were a shop assistant, but that was about it!
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Whilst upon initial reading it appears that social class was the dominant issue, what 
must also be pointed out is that Michelle makes explicit the ‘fact’ that it was not 
primarily her class but that her gender was also a consideration. Equally in Paul’s 
story, although he does not make explicit reference to his ethnicity as affecting his 
opportunities at school leaving age he does recognise the effect of ethnicity upon his 
story, for he later continues by talking about the discrimination he had to cope with in 
his early professional life. I provided a brief discussion in chapter seven of the pitfalls 
of focusing on a single variable such as gender or class because in so doing it 
overlooks the effect of multiple or overlaying strands of influence. When describing 
the stories collectively, it is appropriate to state that whilst there was a vast array of 
difference in the lived lives according to class, gender and ethnicity, there were 
similarities presented in the telling of the lived lives. For example as is shown above 
where both students make reference to concepts belonging to the structured structures 
of their habituses -  gender, class and ethnicity as having been influential in shaping 
their biographies. However there are also the structuring structures of the habitus and 
therefore whilst generative experiences such as education may be internally 
determinative (habitus altering), it is the experiencing of external factors that actually 
re-forms biographies and this is where differences arise in the telling of their stories.
In the paragraph above I make the distinction between lived lives and the telling of the 
lived life, put simply these can be thought of as, the life and its biography. According 
to Wengraf (2000:145) one of the greatest strengths of a biographical approach is that 
by ‘design’ it enables researchers to distinguish between the lived life -  which is 
composed of the ‘uncontroversial hard biographical data’ and the told story -  ‘the way 
a person presents themselves by selecting certain events (and omitting others) and by 
handling them in a certain way (and not in another)’. These two elements of 
biography each serve different purposes in that analyses that focus on the lived life 
provide context, whereas the told story is where verstehen is to be found. Although a 
very traditional and perhaps dated view, I refer to Rex (1987:23) because when 
considering the notion of Verstehen he usefully describes the sociological project as 
being, “an attempt to understand the structures of social relations which influence and 
limit the goal fulfilment of individuals”. If the aim of a piece of sociological writing is 
looked upon in this manner, Bourdieu’s theorising looking at the structure of social 
relations can be taken a step further by acknowledging that behind these sociological
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concepts lie individuals with goals and desires. Much literature exists written from a 
post-modern perspective that would support the idea that the concept of desire is 
inextricably linked to the concept of power, for example, Foucault who following 
Nietzsche, interprets the idea that individuals seek goals as an expression of the will to 
power.
I discussed in chapter five how, as a result of market forces, higher education is now 
seen as having been commodified and as such the university must compete with other 
providers for consumers of its goods. However, according to Usher et al (1997:16), 
consumption rests upon the desirability of consumer objects in symbolic terms 
because ultimately, a commodity’s value is based upon the degree to which its 
possession differentiates individuals in any classification system. The doctorate 
remains a rationed commodity within higher education and by those working and 
studying within the university as a field, it is still seen as a powerful form of symbolic 
capital. Therefore I suggest that disciplinary differences not withstanding, the 
doctorate captures the essence of the idea(ls) of the university with the rider that the 
greater an individual identifies with the ideals of the university, the greater the 
doctorate’s symbolic value. Conversely even if an individual ascribes to the ideals to a 
lesser degree, because the doctorate is recognised by society as a high level 
qualification, it still has capital, but only in the form of economic or social capital.
My justification for including this chapter of theorising from the perspective of 
Bourdieu is that as Grenfell (1996) notes, by their design, case studies identify and 
compare relational structures and their constitutional effects. Moreover because I 
spoke with all the actors in the situation I was able to analyse how dominant 
discourses interact with individual dispositions and perceptions. My decision to utilise 
a biographical approach also sits comfortably within the framework of Bourdieu’s 
theory of genetic structuralism, for as Nash (1999:197) citing Bourdieu (1993:86) 
explains,
The habitus as the word implies is that which one has acquired, but one 
which has become durably incorporated...so the term constantly reminds 
us that it refers to something historical, linked to an individual’s history.
2 4 0
The idea of the doctorate On theorising
This reference to an individual’s history provides the vital theoretical link, which 
places individual student narratives into a temporal framework but at the same time, 
permits my analysis of the contemporary as being in relation to a durable past. 
Therefore by listening to their past stories it was possible to look at why many of the 
mature students in this study desired a doctorate as a form of symbolic capital, despite 
already possessing high levels of cultural capital.
In the students’ stories the will to power was expressed as the power to determine 
their own identities and they believed that the symbolic capital within the doctorate 
would enable them to achieve this. Students desired a doctorate because they 
perceived it as potentially bestowing authority and credibility upon them and as such 
its possession would’ prove’ something about them as individuals. Its value to them 
was magnified for irrespective of their professional field or any other social factors, 
being positioned within the university as a field, they all subscribe to the rules of the 
field and as with any field, it is the field itself that determines what constitutes 
symbolic capital. Therefore I return again to my belief that the doctorate is a precious 
commodity because it encapsulates the ideals of the university.
Earlier in the chapter I discussed the changing context upon which students’ 
subjective expectations are contingent yet what should not be overlooked is that as a 
field, the university is itself dynamic. Its dynamics reflect not only the sense of 
adapting to ongoing social changes but also in the sense that a university population is 
constantly shifting, as cohorts of differing profiles come and go. Yet as Delanty 
(2001:146) notes, whilst widening participation measures may have resulted in a more 
diverse student body, it has not resulted in a concomitant greater representation of 
non-standard perspectives. As such, although mature doctoral students are growing in 
their numbers, their specific learning needs and views remain marginal, for example 
they are still referred to as non-traditional students. To individuals this is highly 
relevant because, the greater numbers of mature students who enter doctoral study and 
the more their voices are heard, the more an individual’s subjective expectations 
become considered realisable as probabilities. For example, despite the growth in 
numbers of mature doctoral candidates in higher education, many of the students in 
this study commented on how they thought their tales would be different to those I 
would hear from other students. Also, collectively they had high levels of amassed
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capital in terms of other qualifications and degrees yet their comments usually made 
reference to them being older than most students or that they hadn’t followed a 
traditional route to the doctorate. Earlier in their biographies undertaking a doctorate 
would have appeared inappropriate because the level of dissonance between 
subjective expectations and objective probabilities would have been too wide. 
However with the ‘effects’ of chronological time, changed social expectations and the 
opportunity to amass cultural capital, so the distance between expectations and 
probabilities became minimised and therefore achievable. According to Bandura 
(1989) it is an individual’s perceptions of their self-ability or potential for 
achievement that determines whether individuals are motivated to undertake 
activities. He suggests that the final selection of activities is made on the grounds that 
an activity presents itself as a challenge but one that is seen by the individual, as 
‘achievable’. The important point therefore about the students in this study, is that 
they believed the doctorate to be achievable yet a challenge, not least because ihsyfelt 
different to traditionally aged students.
Collectively in the students’ stories there were differences in the lived lives, 
dependent on ‘variables’ such as gender, race and socio-economic class and these 
would have influenced motivation to consider registering for a doctorate in a variety 
of different ways. However there was similarity in their stories, which almost despite 
differences in socialisation, appeared to transcend cultural and social differences and 
these I argue, are concerned with affective and emotional influences over the students’ 
subjective expectations, expressed as the prove-it syndrome. The belief that through 
education people can ‘prove’ something about themselves resides in the idea that the 
habitus is durable, for early beliefs about self and education will remain, although 
they may not necessarily be reflected in the outward levels of qualification or 
‘capital’. As the following extract from Ruta’s story (182-190) suggests, it was this 
need to accommodate beliefs about oneself in the past with those of the present, which 
acted as such a powerful source of motivation to undertake doctoral study.
There isn’t the status thing of being a, you know Dr Ruta or whatever 
umm I don’t think I’d ever use the title it sounds a bit pretentious, I ’m a 
working class girl you don’t have titles (laughed) but there is, the other 
side of it is, if  I am honest, I am black, I am an ethnic minority and I do 
still have that work ethic thing that, if  you want to get to the top you have
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to be seen to be as good if not better and whether that is right or wrong, 
whether that is a chip on my shoulder or whatever it is, it is inbred in me 
and it is there and so I feel that if I am going to progress then at least my 
CV has got to look as good as the others if not better and so that is a 
driving force.
On mixing theories
In the chapter entitled ‘Students’ Stories’ I presented my analysis in the form of four 
exemplar tales, each based on one of Weber’s ‘ideal types of action’. I have further 
argued that students’ decision to register for doctoral study (as a form of action) is 
based upon perceptions as much as ‘a’ reality. Nonetheless, I recognise that referring 
to Weber’s theories appears to sit uneasily with my extrapolation to the theories of 
Foucault and Bourdieu as post-structuralists, particularly as Weber has a tendency 
towards the deterministic. However, as discussed in the chapter ‘On epistemology’, a 
pragmatic stance enables not only the use of eclectic methods, but also a blending of 
theories. For if theories are thought of as tools, which a bricoleur can use creatively, 
then any theoretical positions which can share ideas in order to make them more 
manageable or understandable, become appropriate tools when attempting to 
understand a concept or process. Therefore, my earlier reference to Weber’s concept 
of Verstehen becomes unproblematic, for my aim in grouping together theoretical 
positions was to achieve Verstehen, as interpreted by Rex (1987). Similarly, my use of 
Weberian ideal types was a tool used to facilitate understanding of the different sets of 
perceptions, which were presented in the form of exemplar tales. As exemplars the 
tales are presented to illustrate idealised types of learner identities that can 
legitimately be accommodated by the academic discourse. They were not intended to 
be representative of categories of students for as Berger and Luckmann (1966:194) 
note, ‘specific historical social structures engender identity types’ and whilst these 
may be recognisable within individual biographies, this does not imply the existence 
of collective identities. For as I have demonstrated by theorising with Bourdieu, 
identity is not fixed but a dynamic, dialectical relationship between the individual and 
society and this is expressed through biography. Earlier, in chapter seven, I referred to 
Alheit’s (1982) interpretation of biography as being the meeting place of personal 
experience and structural patterns and that as such, because biographical analyses
2 4 3
The idea o f the doctorate On theorising
show individuals acting within social structures, they generate knowledge about life in 
the contemporary.
The aesthetic self
There is a huge potential for contributing to knowledge of the doctorate by bringing 
lived experience to the fore despite all the messy complexity that comes with it. In 
order to unravel the strands I once again refer to Foucault. Although his reference to 
the speaking subject is a limited, there is a sense in which Foucault refers to agency 
through, the notion of the aesthetic self. Recognising the presence of an aesthetic self 
is useful when locating my inquiry into the context of the university as an institution 
with the capacity to contribute to an individual’s amassed level of cultural capital. For 
as Foucault (1997:131) notes, “the transformation of one’s self by one’s own 
knowledge, is, I think, something rather close to the aesthetic experience -  why 
should a painter work if he is not transformed by his own painting?”. Similarly why 
should a doctoral student study if they are not transformed by their own study, 
particularly a mature student who may already have a proven professional career? To 
consider this question, Foucault (1984:11) is again useful for he notes that,
Practices of the self are not something that the individual invents himself 
(sic). They are patterns he finds in his culture which are proposed, 
suggested and imposed on him by his culture, his society and his social 
group.
To a certain extent it appears that Foucault and Bourdieu are almost converging on 
ideas about self and agency, in relation to ‘cultural’ choices, for according to 
Bourdieu (1990:14), “mental structures (perceptions) which generate social practices 
stem from, objective social conditions in the lived experiences of individuals”. 
Therefore, whilst as individuals the students in this study may have had choices, these 
would have been socially (or discursively) constructed choices and would very largely 
be contingent upon their age.
I acknowledge that this being a case study my discussion relates to a specific set of 
conditions and actors and cannot claim to be generalisable to the whole student 
population. However, the case does exhibit a logic or integrity, which as I have 
demonstrated in this chapter, is capable of being extrapolated to theory. It is therefore 
plausible to suggest that there may be a wider occurrence of similar sets of
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perceptions about the doctorate: if  so the growth in numbers of mature doctoral 
students is a vital part of the wider story of the university.
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Lasting impressions
Unless one has experience of it, the doctorate is often considered a rather mysterious type 
of affair. Therefore, I have made what some may consider an unusual decision and 
included some of the perceptions from my own experience of being a doctoral student. As 
a further step in the building of my bricolage this chapter of free-writing reinforces the 
idea that there are different ways of looking at and presenting the same thing and that no 
one way should be thought of as any better than another. Inclusion of this chapter is also 
justifiable in that I have described the study as containing an ethnographic element. As an 
ethnographic researcher I went native: I became a doctoral student, followed a formal 
course of studies on an ESRC recognised doctoral programme and wrote a thesis but 
there was also much more to my experience, some of which is shared here. One of the 
aims of an ethnographic study is to look through the eyes of another, to make oneself and 
that which may be familiar, unfamiliar (Garfinkel, 1967). Although over time the doctoral 
experience became familiar to me, each stage of the process entailed dealing with new 
and unfamiliar experiences. Therefore, in this chapter, my perceptions of what ultimately 
became familiar experiences are represented as if strange and unfamiliar. The following 
experiences contain my sets of impressions however many of my student peers 
informally shared similarly powerful perceptions with me. One of the recurrent themes 
was the feeling that because we were mature adults with prior postgraduate experience 
we knew what was expected of us and knew how to achieve it. However, despite our age 
and irrespective of how many prior educational experiences we might have had, this was 
the first time we were doing a doctorate therefore, without exception, it was strange and 
unfamiliar to us all.
Although much research is criticised for being overly concerned with the minutiae of the 
every day and hence ungrounded in theory (Cullen et al, 2002), this section of the text is 
unashamedly concerned with the everyday. For it is the every day that structures the lives 
we lead and gives us our ability to theorise and hence understand; conversely if we are
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not receptive to learning about the everyday, we cannot even begin to understand the 
esoteric and theoretical. The point I am making is that my ability to write this thesis did 
not come from sitting in formal lectures, reading books or conducting interviews but 
came from being alive to what I was experiencing and then reflecting upon those 
experiences. For as Jarvis (2001:130) notes, citing Alheit’s reference (1995:57) to 
Kirkegaard, whilst life must be lived forwards it can only be understood looking 
backwards.
The following narratives describe three sets of experiences from my time as a doctoral 
student. None of the events are unique to my experience moreover they all refer to 
aspects of the doctoral experience that have recently been considered by the ESRC (2001 
and 2002). However each is a first hand account. The first story is a comment on styles 
of doctoral supervision whilst the second reflects on the issue of developing transferable 
skills as a part of doctoral training. The third engages with the welcome announcement, 
made in November 2002, that the ESRC are keen to encourage studentship holders to 
spend a period of time studying abroad. Whilst the first two accounts feed into the 
discourse that seeks to standardise doctoral education, the latter focuses on the more 
individualistic elements that occur if doctoral education is given the broader 
interpretation of the doctoral experience.
On supervision
I remember vividly my second supervision. Before commencing my studies the image I 
had of supervision was of being able to drop in unannounced and visit my supervisor, just 
knocking on their open-door, going in and chatting over coffee or maybe even repairing 
to the bar to continue our conversation over a beer. I had imagined that their office would 
be high ceiling-ed with darkly painted walls that smelt of books and the promise of 
knowledge. As an undergraduate and post-graduate on a taught Masters course my 
experience of tutor’s rooms had been limited. However, the tutor’s room I had visited 
most often had been that of my undergraduate dissertation supervisor and it was upon my 
tutorials in his room that I had based much of my expectation. Although located in a non­
smoking building he was a pipe smoker and so the windows were always open but with
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the ancient iron radiators turned up high to counteract the cooling effect of the fresh air 
that wafted in. Visits to his room always entailed the re-arranging of papers and files in 
order to find a comer of a seat on which to perch and the removal of copious mugs of half 
drunk tea or coffee. He had been a prolific writer and reader and so the walls were 
covered from floor to ceiling with overfilled bookshelves. In addition he was a 
technophile and on every surface were assorted high-tec gadgets and associated 
paraphernalia, their electrical leads trailing perilously across the floor of his office. The 
office was situated on the second floor in the west facing wing of an Edwardian quadrant 
and on many occasions I had sat, mug of tea in hand watching the afternoon’s sunlight, 
dappled through the leaves of the trees outside, delicately tracing patterns through the 
smoky atmosphere. I completed my undergraduate dissertation in 1997 and two years 
later commenced my doctorate in October 1999.
That I remark upon my second supervision which took place in mid November and not 
my first is easily explained. My first meeting with my first supervisor, over the course of 
my studies I have had three supervisors, had been brief and businesslike and had covered 
mainly practical details and had left no real impact upon me other than, gosh have I got to 
remember all of that! I’d been asked on that first occasion to go away and read and then 
come back in six weeks time with a 5,000 word literature review, which I should send up 
the week before. As is the case for many mature students I live quite some distance from 
the university and so as was to become the pattern set for the next four years, the journey 
had taken longer than expected. I had hurried through pouring rain from the car park, 
which was quite some distance from my supervisors office, only the VC and visiting 
dignitaries can park anywhere near the building. Hurrying towards my department all my 
attempts to protect my copy of the text that I had sent up were in vain, for the plastic 
wallet in which it was encased proved quite inadequate to withstand the downpour.
At 11.04, only four minutes passed the appointed time, I knocked on the closed door of 
my supervisor’s office. The sound of typing ceased and a faint reply informed me that 
they would be with me in a minute. So I stood there and tried to quietly shake the rain off 
my clothes and sodden text. However, the secretary whose desk was in the reception area
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opposite my supervisor’s door, looked up at the sound of flapping raincoat. It was only 
the swiftest of glances over her spectacles before returning to the work on her desk but 
the message it conveyed appeared to suggest that loiterers, especially those with wet hair 
and raincoats were probably malingerers and not what was expected amidst the hallowed 
walls of academe. Slightly intimidated I ceased trying to dry my coat and turned instead 
to looking at one of the notice-boards. A whole series of them lined the corridor, as if a 
sea of different coloured collages broken only by the symmetrical frames of the doors 
into more offices, the interiors of which gradually opened up to me over the years. Flyers 
for funding opportunities jostled for premier eye-level positions with those advertising 
seminars, workshops and conferences and here and there were newspaper cuttings with 
their references added in handwriting but jotted down in full. I wondered how one could 
possibly attend all these events and still have time to do one’s work, and then as I started 
to notice how on a number of flyers the closing dates for application had long since gone, 
my supervisor opened their door and called me in.
As I sat down on one of the three chairs, none of which were covered in papers, and 
placed my somewhat soggy text on the small but barren table, my supervisor came across 
with their copy of my text. It looked quite different from the copy in front of me for it 
was covered, simply covered, in blue spidery script. “I don’t know what to say”, was their 
opening line. If they didn’t know what to say, being new to the situation I certainly didn’t 
know what to reply and so I rather weakly asked, “was it OK?”. All I  heard was, “It was 
awful”. Inside my head all the images I’d had of long conversations about philosophy and 
questions of being in the world, whilst sat in a musty but cosy office, simply drained 
away. The wing of the building where my supervisor’s office was, had its own 
microclimate, freezing cold and draughty in winter but stiflingly hot and airless in 
summer. And so I sat there cold, wet and totally deflated. The crestfallen look on my face 
must have spoken a thousand words for they hurriedly continued, “No, it wasn’t awful, 
what I was going to say was that it was an awful lot to read, much more than I’d 
expected”. It was at this very early stage that I realised that when a supervisor says 5,000 
words, they mean 5,000 words and not the 10,000 words that in my enthusiasm I had 
sent up. At the time, I hadn’t realised that it was not that supervisors don’t want 10,000
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words because they’re not interested, but that a) they need to train their students in the 
principle of parsimony and b) because with anywhere between 2 and 20 students there’s 
just not the time to read 10,000 words from each of them on a monthly basis. Hearing that 
it was not the quality but the quantity that was awful heartened me a little, but still the 
warming cup of coffee did not, on this occasion, appear.
Instead we sat beside each other and worked our way through my text and their 
comments which ranged from, ‘expand on this, reference? more clarity required, to do 
you really mean to be saying this? Towards the end of my allotted 60 minutes, 7 or 8 of 
which I’d missed at the beginning by arriving late, we moved across to the set of 
bookshelves by the door. All the books were shelved and catalogued according to a strict 
Dewey style and my supervisor handed me two to read, but on the proviso that I sign for 
them in the exercise book provided and bring them back at next supervision, which we 
had just scheduled for one month’s time. When my old dissertation supervisor had 
recommended books, he’d get up and wander up and down the lines of shelves until at 
last he’d find an old, well thumbed version of, for example Broadbent squeezed in 
between two equally well-thumbed books on completely different subjects whose 
author’s names began with any letter other then A or C. I left my new supervisor’s office 
at exactly noon, knowing no more about my supervisor than I had done after our first 
meeting, except that they had spidery writing and were very organised. As I turned from 
closing the door, now clasping a still soggy copy of the text, a heavily written upon copy 
and two borrowed books in pristine condition, the secretary opposite again briefly looked 
over in my direction. This time I sensed a slightly different message -  okay so I was 
probably not malingerer, but with the papers and books under my arm I was probably a 
doctoral student.
As I drove back home again, after stopping on campus only long enough to visit the 
library and then the shop to buy a chocolate bar to boost my failing spirits, I did rather 
wonder if being a doctoral student was going to be the experience I had hoped it might 
be. Although with each visit on campus my feeling of being a stranger diminished, in 
those early days of the first semester my new university still didn’t have the feel of an
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alma mater. However the feeling of being alone and knowing no-one on campus and 
therefore not really belonging there didn’t last too long, for in the following January the 
research methods course started. In addition to the taught research methods course my 
department ran weekly research seminars. Designed to develop a sense of collegiality 
these sessions offered academics and students the opportunity to present and then discuss 
their work in a supportive environment. Doctoral students were actively encouraged to 
join research seminar groups so being keen to settle in, I attended from the start of my 
registration.
The first seminar I attended was to be presented by a very high profile educationalist and 
being new to the research seminar experience I was excited at the thought of seeing this 
eminent writer in person. Inside my head I was thinking with awe - I’ve read their books!. 
I slipped quietly through the doorway hoping that no-one would notice me, that I would 
be able to slide invisibly to a seat near the back and then sit observing the seminar 
process without contributing to any discussions. However, this was not to be. The 
Director of the Doctoral Programme who had been talking with the presenter 
immediately noticed me and broke into their conversation by saying, “ Ah, here’s Sue our 
latest recruit, she’s working along similar lines to you, I’m sure she’d love to talk with 
you after the session”. My blending into the wallpaper simply wasn’t going to happen. If 
that wasn’t bad enough worse was to come for in a fleeting moment I turned from a lucid 
adult to a gibbering fool and all I could utter was “lovely to meet you, I’ve read your 
books...” Whilst in a different social setting this might have been appropriate, there my 
words sounded hollow and vacuous. Isn’t reading books what students are supposed to 
do? ...
On developing transferable skills
Being an ESRC funded student a further very strong set of perceptions surrounding the 
doctorate was made available for me to experience through The Research Councils’ 
Graduate Schools Programme. The current programme is designed and delivered by 
CRAC Ltd (Careers Research and Advisory Centre) and GPA Partnership. The jointly 
supported programme is described as aiming to help postgraduates identify, assess and
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develop their key skills in order that they become more effective in their research and can 
make more informed career choices.
In the summer of 2001 1 attended a six day residential CRAC course along with sixty-one 
other doctoral candidates from across the UK. We worked in small teams or syndicates 
with the guidance of team tutors. Each led larger group sessions that related to a specific 
area of their professional business expertise or experience. The literature I received prior 
to attending, asked that participants should arrive with an open mind and be prepared to 
be involved throughout -  ‘you will get out of this event what ever you put in’.
The time-tabling was intense and not being involved was not really an option. Days 
started at 8 am and with the exception of one night off, we worked in our syndicates until 
9.30 pm and then had to read in preparation for the next day’s activities. I had arrived not 
really knowing what I wanted from the experience, other than the opportunity for some 
covert participant observation of doctoral students from a wide range of disciplines and to 
find out whether being a mature student would make any difference when looking for 
employment. I found the answer to my second question quite quickly. Of the 61 students 
attending, only a handful of us were ‘mature’ and the shape and delivery of the 
programme was very much designed on a one-size fits all basis, the one size being; 
young, male and studying in a science based discipline. There was the opportunity to 
meet with all tutors individually and discuss with them how they had set about creating 
employment opportunities and to each of them I asked whether being a mature student 
was likely to make any difference? Despite the core message that holders of PhDs were 
highly employable within any sector of business or commerce having been frequently 
delivered during group sessions, without exception, they all agreed that probably I would 
be most likely to find employment within academe. Alternatively, T could of course 
follow a self employed route’. It appeared that the situation had changed little from when 
I had first graduated, despite having worked and studied for a further four years. Chapter 
one includes a description of how upon finishing my Bachelors in my early 40s, 
employers outside academe appeared to take more note of my age than my qualifications, 
and the perception I came away with after talking to the tutors was that possessing a
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doctorate was unlikely to make much difference. Although the White Paper ‘Realising 
Our Potential’ (OST, 1993) had considered PhDs as inadequately preparing doctoral 
students for careers anywhere other than academe and therefore CRAC courses had been 
introduced by the EPSRC in 1996 to address this problem, once again no consideration 
had been given to the needs of mature candidates.
However, with regard to the opportunity to learn about the students’ perceptions and 
expectations of the doctorate, I was less disappointed. My research has focused 
exclusively on mature candidates in Education and one of the comments I make regarding 
the policy implications of my work is that planning of doctoral provision which assumes 
that students are a homogenous group is short-sighted. Meeting and working with a group 
of predominantly ‘traditionally’ aged doctoral students and hearing how they perceived 
the doctorate confirmed my belief that there would be differences in perceptions of the 
doctorate between young and mature students. Whereas the perceptions of the students in 
my case study revolved around issues of identity, with their research questions arising 
very much from personal experience, of those younger students whom I spoke with, this 
was not the case. Unlike the mature students, without exception, the younger graduate 
school students believed that the status of the PhD was desirable in terms of future 
employment. However, most had decided to continue into doctoral study either as a form 
of natural academic progression or else had quite simply drifted into research as a means 
of delaying the inevitable -  needing to find a job that they thought would be satisfying 
and at the same time generate a suitable income. Of those students I spoke with, although 
committed to their particular question, in stark contrast to the students in my study, few 
had been self-motivated in the posing of the question. The majority had been accepted 
onto doctoral programmes and then had worked up a proposal based on the advice and 
interests of their potential supervisors. A further difference between the students in my 
study and the attendees of the CRAC course that must be acknowledged, was that the 
majority of the students were working in science based fields and this too appeared to 
influence perceptions of what a doctorate was ‘all about’.
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Although the course aimed at developing recognition by students that irrespective of 
subjects, working on a doctorate developed key skills that employers seek, the emphasis 
of the course was more structured towards those wishing to work in industry and had a 
heavy emphasis on economic issues and concepts. Case studies from business were used 
and the language and ethos of the whole course belonged to an enterprise discourse. 
Interestingly, out of the nine or ten tutors present there were only two, both of whom 
came from a social sciences background, whose work was less dominated by enterprise 
culture. One worked in voluntary sector provision and planning and the other worked in a 
local authority. The local authority worker led a case study session on urban regeneration 
and it was quite noticeable that it was only this session in which participants were asked 
to consider the social and wider implications of the work we were being asked to 
conduct. This tutor acknowledged the existence of the globalisation discourse and how 
this affected all areas of research and business, yet they were the only tutor who delved 
into the wider picture. During the week it was reiterated to us that employers not only 
seek key transferable skills such as creative thinking and ability to communicate ideas 
and persuade others of their value but also that whilst employers assume IT competency, 
their major concern is that ‘financial awareness’ should be better developed in PhD 
students. As a doctoral student myself I remain unsure as to how greater financial 
awareness could be facilitated or more importantly, how it would be considered relevant 
to most doctoral training programmes.
The literature provided by CRAC describes the week as challenging: at a personal level it 
was. I learnt a great deal from the opportunity of experiencing team working in a high- 
pressure situation and found the advice on CV writing and interview techniques most 
beneficial. However, rather than instil a sense of confidence in my ability to work in an 
enterprise culture, it had quite the opposite affect. If previously I had been unsure, by the 
end of the CRAC week I was quite certain that I did not want to work in industry. So was 
I an atypical doctoral student? -  yes and no. Amongst the students on the CRAC course I 
attended, yes, both my age and my subject area made me appear atypical. However, 
Education as a subject area has a very high proportion of mature candidates and so no I 
don’t think of myself as an atypical student. But it should also be noted that, as in my
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case study, most students are already practising professionals which is perhaps why 
Education as a field is one in which professional doctorates are said to be rapidly 
increasing. Yet at present, the ESRC (2000:a) although acknowledging that professional 
doctorates are important developments in research training and that the Board hopes to 
play a role in establishing standards of quality and practice which are complementary to 
the ‘traditional PhD’, they remain unwilling to offer student sponsorships for EdDs. 
Currently attendance at Graduate schools is a matter of individual choice however, it is 
planned that in the near future that training of this type will become a mandatory 
requirement of Research Council funding. Therefore if EdD students are not to receive 
research council funding this would appear to be a further indication that, in future the 
PhD will be increasingly geared towards meeting the needs of industry, whilst 
professional doctorates will be seen as enhancing the research capacity of the professions.
As I drove home from the CRAC school and reflected upon my week I’m sure I can 
remember hearing the sound of alarm bells ringing, however what is more disconcerting 
is that revisiting these thoughts when writing this text, little has changed to ease my sense 
of disquiet. Much of my initial unease had stemmed from the ‘fact’ that the CRAC course 
I attended in the summer of 2001 had been held, quite by coincidence, at my old 
university. Although the university was the source of many fond memories, for example 
of sitting reading beneath the giant walnut tree on Cloister’s Lawns whilst the squirrels 
busily harvested nuts in the early autumn, as a participant of a CRAC course these 
memories seemed totally out of place, almost alien, compared to the events I was now 
experiencing. Somehow, as a CRAC student, the warren like corridors of the Edwardian 
buildings (those that housed the offices like that of my undergraduate dissertation 
supervisor) had seemed irritatingly confusing when we were being expected to charge 
around the campus to simulate the experience of coping with time pressures to attend 
meetings. And on more than one occasion I heard other people comment on how much of 
a terrible waste of time it was to have to regularly cross such large expanses of lawns that 
served no functional purpose. I myself had begun to agree and wondered why they hadn’t 
converted the lawns to car parks, for the campus like the majority of campuses across the 
country, was desperately short on parking facilities and from the perspective of the
255
The idea of the doctorate Lasting impressions
increasing numbers of mature students who often travel some distance to attend and 
justifiably often feel that as ‘customers’ the least they can expect is the ability to park 
inexpensively on campus. When I found myself thinking like this, yes the lawns and the 
giant walnut tree did seem like unnecessarily extravagant relics of an age past. However, 
I had occasion to visit the campus again last summer, to attend the retirement party of my 
old Head of School. And whether it was the warmth of the evening as we stood on 
Cloister’s Lawns, the upbeat tempo of the jazz music being played by a group of students 
from the music department or simply the effects of the champagne I cannot say, but when 
I looked up at the walnut tree, it looked magnificent.
Upon leaving the party and the lawns that a year earlier had appeared so unnecessary, a 
group of delegates from one of the many short residential courses held on campus as soon 
as the undergraduates vacate their rooms for the summer, burst noisily past me towards 
the lawns. ‘Can’t go that way’ one of them said to their companions, ‘there’s some do 
going on’. I walked back to the car smiling, irrespective of whether I had needed it or not, 
the events of that evening palpably reminded me that the different sets of perceptions, 
each of which derive from the many sets of experiences available at a university, not only 
should, but can, quite comfortably co-exist. The danger only comes when thinking that 
one set of perceptions is somehow superior to another.
On broadening horizons
One of the most powerful sets of perceptions that I have of the doctoral experience derive 
from the intensely rewarding experience of having visited and worked for a short period 
of time in Anogia, a remote mountain village on the island of Crete. I had gone to the 
village to attend a European summer school for PhD students of the social sciences. 
Unlike the CRAC summer school, which I attended more out of curiosity than anything 
else, my decision to apply for the summer school on Crete was because the school was to 
be lead by a renowned expert in the field of narrative and biographical analysis. One of 
the criticisms made by students in this study, was that the research methods training 
courses they attended were too broad and too shallow. Being a view I shared from my
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own experience and I felt that attending a specialist summer school would give me the 
opportunity to learn in depth about a particular research method. In addition it gave me 
the invaluable opportunity of discussing the intricacies of the method with other 
researchers who shared my interests. This again had been a comment made by students 
who often felt that working on often highly specialist methods meant that there was little 
common ground for methodological discussion between themselves and their peers.
Working alongside other researchers using a narrative, biographical approach was 
stimulating in itself however the experience was heightened by the fact that the students 
came from all over Europe. As a result, the variety in the cultural differences and how 
these influenced individual’s approach to the research process lead to a richness and 
diversity in the learning experience. There were 25 of us (17 students and 8 tutors) and 
we worked closely together in small groups that were based upon our research areas. Of 
the seven in my education based tutor group, I was the only female and the only native 
English speaker.
Our days started at 9 am and after a ‘siesta break’ of 4 hours in the afternoon, we worked 
again in a formal situation until 8 pm. Formal learning time accounted for about 7 hours. 
However, meal breaks and then later in the village square, we spent our time discussing 
the issues that had arisen during the day. ‘Square time’ as it was referred to, lasted from 
about 9 pm until the early hours. It would be hard to refer to this time as a formal learning 
situation, for our discussions were lubricated by not insignificant amounts of raki, the 
local mountain brew. However, these informal learning situations, that took place around 
the two or three tables we would arrange together, proved as valuable as the formal 
sessions held in the seminar rooms. Not only was there the opportunity to exchange and 
share ideas about what we had learnt during the day between the groups but ‘square time’ 
also provided the opportunity to get to know a central place in Anogia and some of the 
people who spent their time there. This in itself was important because the second week 
was to be spent working in groups of two or three conducting small-scale pieces of
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ethnographic research in the village. Not being fluent in Greek it was decided that I 
should work with a young Greek student and on the Saturday night we met up to discuss 
our intended project. However the research that I subsequently conducted, stemmed from 
the events that ensued on that Saturday night. Soon after we arrived in the village square 
to make our plans, two Italian women from the summer school joined us. They had not 
long been seated with us when the sounds of singing and pistol fire could be heard from 
around the comer. A few moments later a couple walking arm in arm led a large group of 
20 to 30 men with 10 to 15 women behind them into the square. It was as my Greek 
companion explained, a traditional betrothal party.
In the Greek language, the word Xenos means both stranger and hospitality and 
according to Greek tradition one must always offer hospitality to strangers, for in doing 
so they will cease to he strangers. As three foreign visitors who by chance were sitting in 
the square at the time of the arrival of the betrothal party, we were quite evidently 
strangers but according to tradition, strangers to whom hospitality must be extended. 
Guests at the betrothal party brought us drinks and plates of mézés and we were treated to 
the same generous hospitality that was extended to the other guests. To my northern 
European way of thinking this was strange but in a Greek community, where upholding 
traditional values is the social norm, our invitation and subsequent participation in the 
community celebration was not strange. Through a combination of translated Greek, sign 
language and other non-verbal communication we were able to join in and enjoy this 
special occasion. I say special for in our eyes as strangers or outsiders, it felt a privilege 
to participate in this celebration and to witness the playing out of tradition.
The men sang traditional ritziko songs and danced traditional Cretan dances and as the 
evening wore on the fervour of the music was mirrored in the smashing of glasses and the 
firing of pistols. All the while the female guests sat quietly watching the men re-enact the 
age-old traditions and stories in the songs that spoke of resistance to outside influence. 
Later, at the house of the groom’s parents, the women played a more active role, cooking 
and serving huge joints of lamb, upon which the guests were invited to feast. It was an 
event I had never before and probably will never again, be privileged to experience; not
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only was it a very happy occasion but it was an event that opened my eyes to a deeper 
appreciation of how traditional cultural values are reinforced through everyday actions 
and events.
The International PhD Summer School understands itself as an alternative project. The 
annually held school was created to provide: a European forum for postgraduate training 
on both theoretical and practical issues, the exchange among European researchers and to 
work in close co-operation with a concrete local society. It was spending time in the local 
society that had perhaps the greatest impact on me. To an outsider, a middle-class, 
educated female used to speaking and acting freely, many of the traditional practices that 
I observed during my stay in Anogia appeared very strange - of women being virtually 
invisible in public spaces and with clearly defined roles in the private ones, of men being 
ultra-macho, possessing firearms and totally dominating the public sphere. Yet I realised 
that in the village, I too observed local customs, I never walked without a male 
companion after dark, I covered my upper-arms when in public. It was as if I changed 
from being a confident UK female into one of the invisible mountain women. My acting 
according to the social rules that are expected of women in Anogia, made me realise that 
who we think we are and therefore the ways we consider it appropriate to act, have 
already been discursively predefined.
My time in Anogia was highly enjoyable and I am grateful to the ESRC, for without their 
support through the Research Training Support Grant I would have been unable to afford 
my visit. However, that the experience left a lasting impression was not because it was a 
happy time but because of what I learnt whilst there. Over the years of my formal UK 
higher education I have been taught how to do statistics, I’ve also been taught how to use 
qualitative software analysis packages but in my formal teaching sessions I have only 
ever been told about different qualitative research methods. However, at the summer 
school I was taught how to use personal experience and textual representation to do 
qualitative research. As a result, I began to re-examine or re-evaluate not only my 
doctoral research but also my whole doctoral process, in particular of how I could write 
my thesis and of what I should write about in my thesis.
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Moreover, I came to realise that a strong analogy could be drawn between the mountain 
village of Anogia and the situation contemporarily faced by the university in the UK: for 
both are facing changes which could potentially undermine their long traditions. Apart 
from sheep rearing there are relatively no other employment prospects in Anogia so 
although a community intensely proud of its long tradition of producing high quality 
fleece, in order to survive, they have been forced to accept EU subsidies rearing sheep for 
slaughter, in a market that is already oversubscribed. This causes much resentment and 
the villagers see the intrusion of EU rules and regulations as jeopardising their traditional 
way of life. Throughout Crete, localised resistance against any form of occupation or 
outside influence has a long and far reaching history and this is evident in the many 
statues in honour of previous resistance fighters that stand in the squares of the village. 
Being located high in the Cretan mountains, Anogia is difficult to reach by road and even 
today it retains a sense of independence and physical detachment from the rest of Cretan 
society. Although the university no longer can no longer claim the physical detachment 
associated with Ivory Towers, it too is desperately fighting to protect its autonomy and 
freedom from outside influence.
A further similarity between the two communities, is that both have a strong sense of 
collective identity. Unlike many other countries, Crete does not have a class based social 
system but a clan based one and this further serves to reinforce collective as opposed to 
individual identity. In the mountainous areas such as Psiloritis, the membership or 
protection of the leading clans is a necessity to safeguard against sheep rustling or the 
abduction of women of child-bearing age. Clan protection does not customarily involve 
the exchange of money but is based on the ritual tradition of baptism. To baptise a child 
from a different family, to become Babba, ensures that no cross-family ‘feuding’ will 
take place between these two generations. The overall situation in the university is not too 
dissimilar in that, despite the growing practice of inter or multi-disciplinary research, as 
Becher (1989) noted, within the university disciplines act as tribes or clans, each with 
their own rituals and traditions. Within the university, clans are physically segregated 
into their territories by separate faculty buildings and the colours of the silks of their
2 6 0
The idea of the doctorate Lasting impressions
gowns further demarcate them. The people in Anogia also appear distinctly different, 
even from Cretans in the nearby villages of Axos, 15 kilo-meters lower down the 
mountain. Almost isolated on the mountain, they maintain traditional ways of dressing 
and speaking as if a further defining feature of their determination to resist outside 
influence.
However, in Anogia there is evidence that the ‘romanticism’ associated with traditional 
values and the belief that keeping tradition alive in everyday life will enable the village to 
resist the impact of the 21st century and outside influence, is waning. By casually looking 
at their everyday behaviour (of being almost invisible in public) it appears that the 
majority of women in Anogia also appear to willingly accept traditional values and 
subsequently their predetermined social roles. However even amongst the most 
traditional families, concern is being expressed regarding the increasing numbers of 
young people, predominantly young women, who are leaving Anogia and going to either 
Rethymnon or Athens: for few return. Even in a tradition-based society that supports a 
strong collective identity, it appears that the given identity is not suitable for everyone.
As a relatively autonomous female outsider, the ‘way of life’ in Anogia appeared alien 
and restrictive. It was not a lifestyle that I would choose to adopt for myself. I can 
readily identify with the suggestion that possibly the out-migration of young people from 
Anogia implies that the promise of creating a self-identity as opposed to a collective 
identity as reinforced through tradition, is more appealing to younger generations of 
Anogians. However, what spending a short while in Anogia and learning about its 
traditions enabled me to do, was to reflect upon my own ‘culture’ and the community in 
which I partially reside -  the UK academic community. I say partially because as yet I’m 
still a student, my rite of passage to full membership will only occur upon acceptance of 
my thesis. Although not a full member of the academic community, through my everyday 
actions, for example citing and referencing in the proscribed manner I reinforce 
traditional academic conventions. In other words, like the men and women who remain in 
Anogia, through my actions I am subscribing to the symbolic order of my community,
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despite recognising that there are alternative sets of perceptions to those supported by the 
dominant discourse.
In the chapter that now follows I present my discussion of the issues that arose through 
my research and the style of writing moves back to a more conventional style but I close 
this third part of the thesis by offering as a quotation, a remark made to me by an eminent 
professor of education. I am indebted to him, for on many occasions it has served to 
remind me why I am presenting this thesis as a narrative.
You recount everything as if it was a story; in your everyday speech, you tell 
stories. It is a gift not many people have. Use it wisely and tell your story.
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Part IV 
Matters arising.
Upon reflection
I closed part III by presenting the advice that was given to me; to use my gift and tell 
my story wisely. Upon reflection, I think I have used it wisely and I am happy with 
the sense of integrity within the text that I argue, interpretive research should aim to 
achieve. However, whether I have succeeded in telling the entire story, I am not so 
sure. Familiarity and closeness with my own work means that I  know, what I know, 
but there remains the niggling doubt that maybe I could have spelt issues out in more 
detail. Alternatively, perhaps this doubt and desire to keep on writing is not insecurity 
in my own knowledge but a reluctance to let go of something that has been such a 
large part of my life for so long: but endings do always arrive. This fact 
notwithstanding, according to Bassey (2001), authors should never use the word 
conclusions for a heading or chapter title, for the word conclusion implies there is 
nothing more to be said, instead he advises use of the word discussion. However, this 
whole thesis has been my discussion of the question, ‘What is the doctorate?’ so 
although I could not call this chapter, my discussion chapter, I still follow Bassey’s 
advice, for the title of this final part of my thesis is ‘Matters Arising’ and contains 
only one chapter -  ‘Upon reflection’. This is my way of acknowledging that there is 
much more that I could and perhaps should have said about the doctorate, but it also 
implies that it was a valid research question, for there is a need for much further 
research into the doctorate. Therefore although not a conclusion, it is the concluding 
chapter of this piece of writing and as such it is appropriate that it should contain my 
critical assessment of the text and to whom it may be useful, plus my discussion of 
policy recommendations and suggestions for possible future research. In order to 
cover these issues I asked myself the following questions:
What is my question and have I justified that is it a valid research question?
From the issues I discussed, can I claim to have I answered my question ?
What were the answers to my question ?
What are the implications for policy?
Is there a need for further research?
The idea o f the doctorate Upon reflection
My question
The simple question this thesis asks is, what is a doctorate? As a result of the 
diversification of the doctorate there has been ongoing piecemeal change to doctoral 
education and recently others have been researching differences between the EdD and 
the PhD and what implications this has, from the point of view of the university. 
Acknowledging the urgent need for research into the doctorate. Usher (2002:154) 
suggests that, “If we in universities are to encourage a diversity of doctorates we need 
to know what we might be losing as well as what we might be gaining”. And this I 
suggest is where my research makes its original contribution, because Usher 
(2002:143) also makes the point that diversification in doctoral education, “raises 
fundamental issues concerning the academic mission and purpose of universities”. In 
framing my research around the fundamental question, what is a doctorate? my work 
feeds into this discourse but it does so by taking a step backwards and examining what 
it is about a doctorate, that makes it a doctorate. As such I did not focus on differences 
between the PhD and the new doctorates but on the essential components underlying 
what I propose to be, the ‘idea of the doctorate’. However, the United Kingdom 
Council for Graduate Education (UKCGE) (2002:21) acknowledge that, whilst to 
those involved professionally with such programmes it is important to recognize that 
PhDs and EdDs differ in their intended learning outcomes and subsequently their 
structure, this is not necessarily the case for other groups. Students in this study had 
decided to register for their programme of study because it was a doctorate as opposed 
to another qualification and not according to whether it was a PhD or an EdD and as 
such, the UKCGE statement corroborates this finding of the study. For example as 
one student bluntly put it, “I didn’t mind which as long as it had the D in it”. 
However, because I was working from a critical stance, I not only wanted to describe 
the present but to examine whose voices dominated the existing discourse and to 
question why this was so. Therefore a second way in which this research contributes 
to existing knowledge, is that rather than emphasise the situation from the perspective 
of the university, being an empirical study, it was designed to be reported primarily 
from the students’ perspective.
How legitimate is my claim to have answered the research question ?
My response to this question is provided in two parts; firstly a discussion of whether 
my chosen methodological approach was appropriate for the issue that I wished to
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examine and secondly a discussion of whether I actually answered my question in 
terms of the content of this text. In an earlier attempt to review the methodological 
‘validity’ of this text, I utilised Silverman’s (2000:12) suggestions for evaluating 
qualitative research. I wrote an evaluation as if I was assessing the work of another 
and whilst on some issues I was probably blind to my biases, in other areas I was 
probably harsher in my criticism than I might be of someone else’s work. As evidence 
of having gone through the process, I have included this evaluation but it is placed 
within the appendix (as pages 52-55), as opposed to in the main body of the text. My 
reason for doing so, was that presenting my evaluation in this manner appeared 
superficial and in addition, being a tick box approach it did not sit comfortably with 
the narrative style of this thesis. However, cognisant of the need to demonstrate a 
critical assessment of my work whilst at the same time using the space to contribute to 
my story, I instead present my review loosely based around the findings of Trafford 
and Leshem’s (2002) study of 25 doctoral vivas. They found that whilst examiners 
worked in different styles, in different disciplines, it was possible to identify twelve 
clusters of generic considerations used when assessing a thesis. The full list of generic 
considerations and the form that they might take as a question is included in the 
appendix (page 56), but here it is sufficient to comment that the issues I incorporated 
in my critical self-assessment are based upon Trafford and Leshem’s suggestions.
The subject of this analysis being the doctorate, my aim was to unlock the doctoral 
black box in order to examine what a doctorate might mean to students, academics 
and the university as an institution. As acknowledged earlier, I had a personal interest 
in examining the doctorate for I wanted to better understand the role of the researcher 
(myself) within the research process and the concept of research as praxis. This thesis 
has therefore incorporated an exploration of methodology and an explanation of the 
findings specific to this case study. Adopting a case study design entailed examining 
both the doctorate and its context and this was one of the primary ways in which I 
signalled my belief that meaning is always relative. I had expected the context to be 
complex, yet it was the phenomenon itself that turned out to be equally so. Although 
my question was feasible for a doctoral project, it was a difficult project to complete 
and had I focused on just one element of the doctorate, for example the diversity of 
doctoral nomenclature or the issues involved in assessing different types of doctoral 
knowledge, my task may have been easier. However, working from the belief that
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‘meaning’ is always in the making (Peters, 1999) and therefore always in relation to 
other ‘understanding’, this necessitated examining what I interpreted to be, the whole 
gamut of issues that were incorporated within the myth of the doctorate.
Following Foucault, I stated that the academic discourse had the power to define the 
context in which my work was situated, the implication being that I was a located 
inquirer and that as a result of researching the doctorate as a doctoral thesis, I allowed 
myself to become both knower and known, observer and observed at the same time. 
Having started with such a wide question, theoretically a grounded approach (Glaser 
and Strauss, 1967) could have been adopted whereby exposure to data garnered 
through fieldwork would have been the primary determinant of the direction of my 
analysis and theorising. However, simply ‘being’ a doctoral student entailed exposure 
to the existing doctoral discourse, even prior to the fieldwork element and the 
potential for this to ‘taint’ my analysis would have been difficult to overcome, for as 
Rinehart (1998:203) notes, “The culturally learned split between personal life and 
professional life is just not genuine”. Therefore as I could not be wholly objective and 
detached, I rejected a grounded approach considering it more appropriate that my 
chosen methodology should be interpretive and that it should also contain an 
ethnographic element in order to reflect this.
I did not consider my closeness to the subject matter problematic at a methodological 
level but saw it in a positive light as being an opportunity to work towards producing 
connectedness in my research. In the first instance, I demonstrated this by discussing 
my ontological level beliefs regarding the relational nature of knowledge or of how 
knowledge that is generated cannot be extricated from the context in which it is 
produced, or from the person who produced it. At a philosophical level, I located my 
theoretical framework within pragmatism by referring to the works of Rorty, Dewey 
and Mead all of who recognise the interaction of person, time and place in the 
construction of perceptions. According to Gorard et al (2001:169), any research 
looking at patterns of adult participation in learning should incorporate aspects of both 
structure and agency as this permits the understanding that, “Choices are made within 
subjective opportunities”. By reviewing the context which defines the doctorate, I 
looked to structure but in addition I also examined the interplay of structure and
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agency within each individuals perceptions. My analysis of choices being made 
within subjective opportunities was presented by theorising to Bourdieu. In choosing 
to theorise my work to Bourdieu I was again reinforcing my pragmatic stance, for one 
of the benefits of ‘thinking with Bourdieu’ is that it is possible to acknowledge the 
influence of both perception and experience. This not only allowed me to theorise 
from the students’ stories and give them greater generalisability but also to make 
transparent, what Pickering (1997:172) refers to as, ‘awareness of being a conditioned 
being’. This too made a link with my use of Foucault to discuss how practices and 
traditions become incorporated within discourses that subsequently act to legitimate 
ways of knowing or acting. This was important because being a located enquirer, I 
needed to acknowledge that even though at times I felt constrained, I could still write 
from a critical perspective based on the idea that whilst discourses act to constrain, 
they can also be thwarted. I have illustrated this position and have demonstrated 
throughout the text, with reference to my writing and the perceptions reviewed, on the 
basis that, although individuals believe they act as free agents, their choices have 
always been predefined. I demonstrated my perception that choices are only ever 
limited choices, by utilising Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus, capital and field to 
explain the findings of my study. Although I have been eclectic in building my 
theoretical framework, I do not see this as a weakness, for according to Wolcott 
(2002:96), qualitative researchers should ‘reveal and revel in complexity’ cautioning 
that in not doing so “we suggest we have the omniscience to infer real meanings”. 
Because I have argued that all meanings are only ever relative, I feel justified in 
accepting Wolcott’s advice and therefore suggest that my theoretical framework does 
have an integrity and was appropriate to research my question. (As noted previously 
in chapter six, a diagram showing the overlapping spheres of influence in the 
conceptual frameworks I used can be found in the appendix page 30).
Although I state that the level of agency that an individual has is only limited, I retain 
my belief in the sentience of humans and this was evidenced in my use of interviews 
as a ‘data gathering’ method. I did not make the assumption that what people said was 
real, the responses individuals gave could have been mere illusion or artefact 
however, this acknowledgment not withstanding, I believed interviews to be the least 
ambiguous way of finding out what people thought. Moreover because I wished to 
demonstrate through my praxis, that I valued the perceptions of others, interviews
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were more in keeping with this aim because I was able to interact at a personal level 
with those who contributed to my study, not simply steal their responses, giving 
nothing in return. Again this reflected my pragmatic stance, by making explicit the 
idea that because all research is subjective, ultimately what can be known, depends as 
much upon who is asking and in what context, as upon what is being asked. West 
(1996:23), eloquently articulates how I felt about my presence in the interviews by 
writing,
I am arguing that, rather than my intimate history being a source of bias, it 
provided the means to understanding and empathising with the learners 
and created the basis of a deep and developing dialogue.
The dialogic nature of the narrative approach used in the students’ educational history 
interviews provided the link between my method and the principle concepts of 
discourse and the dynamic nature of the dialogue between the individual and society 
that creates an individual’s sense of identity. According to Richardson (1990:65), 
people make meaning out of the events and experiences in their lives through 
narrative and storytelling, therefore as my methodological aim was to produce 
connected research which values the Other, narrative was the best way to represent 
their stories because it was the way contributors understood their own lives. Writing 
narratively was also justifiable in that it enabled me to show connections being made 
in my research and I was able to demonstrate how this group of ‘disparate’ events 
contributed to the meaning I  was making by writing this text. I saw my justification 
for rejecting more quantitative methods, that by default dichotomise and marginalize 
the position of the Other, rewarded by the intensely rich data that was produced 
through adopting an open and connected style in my interaction with contributors. In 
utilising a method of data generation that gave contributors the freedom to determine 
their own frames of reference, I had minimised the potential imbalance of power that 
can exist in interview situations and this too met my aim of producing a connected 
piece of research.
However, according to Trafford and Leshman’s (2002) review, doctorates are not 
awarded according to either their aims or the content of the research but on how the 
evidence is conceptualised and the level to which it demonstrates a suitable 
understanding of the research process. Reflecting upon this I found it paradoxical that 
they appeared to overlook the criterion that doctoral level work should be capable of
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making an original contribution to knowledge. I had understood making an original 
contribution to knowledge as suggesting that the content matter should be as 
important as the methodological approach. However, I had learnt from the experience 
of my MPhil/PhD upgrade viva that, for my work to be judged as scholarly 
necessitated moving away from the factual to the conceptual, as it was this that would 
be seen as evidence of my independent critical thought. The process of distinguishing 
between factual and conceptual conclusions involves moving from the descriptive to 
the analytical and whilst at a conceptual level I happily describe my work as being 
concerned with issues of power, autonomy and identity, moving away from the 
concrete created a tension for me as author. I had argued that one of the strengths of 
my research was that it was grounded in experience, at the level of the ‘factual’, 
therefore extrapolating to theory at a conceptual level, detracted from what I believed 
was where my contribution to knowledge lay - the creation of a forum for 
marginalised voices and perceptions of the doctorate. This is a piece of critical 
research which aims to challenge discourses and practices that assert that their regime 
of truth is the only truth. Therefore moving away from the factual to the abstract 
seemed to dilute the importance of what I was saying, which was of particular concern 
in this research, because the discourses and practices that I was challenging the 
authority of, with my alternative sets of perceptions of the doctorate, were those of the 
university itself.
I make the claim that the doctorate has been black boxed and that generally 
researchers are discouraged from looking inside at their workings. Therefore a 
potential criticism of my work might be to query whether analysing the doctorate was 
an overly navel gazing objective for a doctoral project and in reply I would answer 
perhaps yes but at the same time no. Yes, because when writing about the 
qualification to which I was working towards, I likened the experience to standing 
between two mirrors in which I could see my reflection dancing back and forth ad 
infinitum and many times I was left pondering over what was general experience and 
what was my reflection or perception? However, that it is a justifiable research 
question is supported by the growing body of literature, which questions the air of 
mystery surrounding self-regulatory processes such as peer review and examination 
by viva. In chapter four, I wrote that many of the perceptions surrounding the myth of 
the doctorate were based upon tradition but noted that the power of any tradition relies
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upon its unquestioning repetition and strict policing of its boundaries by its guardians. 
Therefore, much of the tension I felt arose because whilst seeking to examine the 
internal workings of the doctorate, I was still only a student whose expert status or 
authority rested upon validation of my thesis by the guardians of the institution whose 
authority and traditions I was challenging. Cryer (2000) advises students to be guided 
by their supervisors, regarding the suitability of their research topics, on the basis that 
even though a theme is not necessarily ‘bad’, it can still be unsafe. Whilst I have 
acknowledged that my supervisor and I have not agreed on some issues, (I believe) I 
have his support regarding the content matter of this thesis. However, although my 
supervisor gave me license to write more boldly, I cannot help but reflect upon the 
comment by Denzin and Lincoln (1998:426/7) who state that, “Our most powerful 
effects as storytellers come when we expose the cultural plots and practices that guide 
our writing hands”. When writing this text, my hands were not tied and I could have 
written this thesis in many different ways, not least I could have been more 
experimental in the form of my writing, even though as Rhedding-Jones’ (1997:201) 
notes, “Confronting one’s examiners with too much difference will result in 
guaranteed failure”. However, because in places, the presentation of my work is un­
conventional and the subject matter itself is ambitious for a student, one not yet a full 
member of academe, I remain mindful of the caution from Welch (1991:87), who 
comments on, “ the inability of most communities to engender or accept a thorough 
critique of their own purposes and their terms of implementing those purposes”. 
Therefore, in referring to Denzin and Lincoln’s comment about ‘hands being guided’, 
it is important to acknowledge that it fe lt as though my hands were being guided by 
the discourse when reading the literature and learning what constitutes a legitimate 
style for a PhD.
On many occasions during supervision I was told that rules were never cast in stone, 
however I always replied that my supervisor’s perceptions would undoubtedly be 
different to mine, for our individual biographies were different and he perceived the 
situation through the eyes of an eminent professor, not those of a student. This section 
reflecting upon my perceptions of whether or not the content matter of my thesis 
would be acceptable, is itself a part of my assessment of this work. For although I 
have acknowledged that methodological issues are generally the focus of a review, 
perceptions were the pivotal element of this piece of work. It was not ‘the rules’ per
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se that influenced how I worked, but my perceptions of those rules and similarly in 
the students’ stories, which were told as four exemplar tales, it was their perceptions 
of the symbolism attached to the doctorate as opposed to the ‘reality’ of the doctorate, 
which had motivated them to register. Because as an individual I believe that 
perceptions are as important as quantifiable ‘facts’, I chose to focus on perceptions as 
the expression of agency and therefore my adopting a methodological approach that 
celebrated subjectivity, was appropriate. However, in order to address the structural 
elements I supported my qualitative findings by providing a brief quantitative 
overview of past and present doctoral provision. I have demonstrated my 
understanding of methods and their methodological implications and that the methods 
used were appropriate to the question being asked and therefore the answers arrived at 
are ‘valid’ and ‘reliable’.
In chapter nine, I presented students’ perceptions in the form of four exemplar tales; 
each tale represented an ideal type of learner identity that could be accommodated 
within the academic discourse. Each ideal type of learner’s story included elements of 
why study and why study for a doctorate. The two were not the same and therefore the 
distillate was the essence of the doctorate. In chapter eleven I discussed, at a 
theoretical level, why people act in ways that increase their capital and thus power, in 
order to explain why students acted as they did in registering for a doctorate. Both of 
these chapters are concerned with symbolism, yet as I shall discuss in this chapter the 
symbolism surrounding the idea of the doctorate is interpreted differently by the 
university, individual academics working within academe and the students. For the 
university the doctorate symbolises difference from other providers. To academics the 
doctorate symbolises autonomy and the production of the autonomous scholar. To 
students the doctorate symbolises scholarship, autonomy and authority. I looked to 
three sources of perceptions in order to build my bricolage, the literature, academics 
and students, for each set of perceptions provided me with different building blocks. 
Each is valid in its own right but when combined it becomes possible to realise that 
they had three things in common, for the issues that arose from each source all 
revolved around the concepts of power, autonomy and identity.
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In context
My review of the literature suggested to me that there is a high level of conceptual 
confusion surrounding the doctorate and its role within the university. The literature 
appears to suggest that if greater clarity is to be reached, the issues that should be 
considered concern the doctorate’s fitness for purpose and the nature of the 
relationship between the delivery of doctoral programmes and outside bodies such as 
the ESRC. The main body of literature has focused on the doctorate’s fitness of 
purpose and has largely centred on differences between PhDs and professional 
doctorates such as the EdD. Yet I argue, that diversity in doctoral education is a 
reflection of what many commentators see as the university’s contemporary crisis 
(Readings, 1996). This crisis of identity (Cooper et al, 2002), has variously been 
described as being contingent upon uncertainty regarding the university’s social 
legitimacy or its epistemological authority in the super-complexity of the post-modern 
world (Barnett, 1998 and 2000). Possibly the same should also be recognised of the 
doctorate, for despite the trend of the last twenty years when registrations rose 
steadily, falling numbers of registrations, in some fields (British Academy, 2001) 
appear to suggest that the doctorate is losing its appeal. Moreover, within the literature 
there is uncertainty regarding the contribution to knowledge that a doctorate can 
realistically achieve, also uncertainty regarding what the doctoral process should 
involve both however are related to the question of, what is knowledge and how is it 
produced. Before continuing with my discussion of the university’s crisis, whilst 
discussing the production of knowledge it is appropriate here to refer to Gibbons et al 
(1994:9) who write,
In Mode I individual creativity is emphasised as the driving force of 
development and quality control operates through disciplinary structures 
organised to identify and enhance it, while the collective side including its 
control aspects is hidden under the consensual figure of the scientific 
community.
By contrast they describe the situation with regard to Mode II knowledge by writing, 
In Mode II creativity is mainly manifest as a group phenomenon, with the 
individual’s contribution seemingly subsumed as part of the process and 
quality control being exercised as a socially extended process which 
accommodates many interests in a given application process.
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When considering the doctorate, specifically a doctorate in education, the idea that 
expression of creativity facilitated by a Mode II interpretation of knowledge 
production, in which an individual’s contribution is unacknowledged, appears to 
totally contradict the motivation of the students in this study. For their narratives show 
that they saw potential for individual creativity in highly positive terms. Similarly, the 
notion that the collective quality control should be less academically determined was 
a notion rejected by both academics and students in my study. Students wanted to 
study for a doctorate because it is considered the highest form of academic 
qualification. That they may in the future engage in other less academically defined 
forms of study which might be linked more closely with a wider range of social 
interests was not denied. However, the nature of the doctorate and its sui generis 
relationship with Mode I knowledge production, and all that it invokes, is what 
motivated this specific group of students to be prepared to spend several years of their 
life pursuing this goal whilst at the same time working full-time.
I was in the fortunate position of being funded to study for three years on a full-time 
basis, the majority of mature doctoral candidates in education are not; unpublished 
HESA figures for the year 97/98 show that out of a total of 2,391 students aged over 
30, 2,173 or 89% of the registrations were part-time. Combining full-time work with 
doctoral study is no easy task, as the student narratives demonstrate, however not only 
does working full-time on research permit longer periods of uninterrupted thinking it 
also allows more time to explore marginal positions and counter discourses. The idea 
that mode of study may be related to what is studied arose in my interview with 
Graham, a strategic level academic,
(t)hat again comes very much back to the circumstances of being a part- 
time research student. Controlling your time, your effort, requires much, 
much more discipline than if you’ve got a studentship and are doing 
something full-time, where you can sort of take a couple of weeks and 
paddle up a by-water. You can’t really afford to do that if  you’re working 
as well (Graham: 212-215).
However, to return to the issue of the university as being in a state of crisis, what 
should not be overlooked is that the claim is being made for the whole of the system, 
yet as I discuss in chapter eleven when referring to position taking by universities,
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system level analysis, fails to take account of differing positions of universities within 
the collective body of institutions. Some universities play for economic capital and 
others for cultural capital and therefore whilst the system could be said to be in crisis 
because the classical idea of the university is unsustainable as a system wide model, 
within the field there remains a strong belief in there being an ‘idea’ of a university. 
Therefore perhaps more cogently, the problem that the universities must face is, what 
that idea should be. I have argued that there is an idea of the doctorate, with the idea 
of the doctorate being inextricably linked to the idea(ls) of the university yet as the 
previous quotation suggests the new idea may incorporate less of a critical edge.
When discussing ideas (as perceptions) and ideals (with the inference of ideology), 
what links them are issues surrounding power and identity. As discussed in chapter 
eleven, the identity of an actor or institution will determine their ideals and values but 
the level of autonomy they have, to interpret their own interests in relation to these 
ideals, is related to the level of power they possess in relation to other actors and/or 
institutions. As the following extract from my interview with Christopher, a strategic 
level academic demonstrates, this is clearly a consideration which impacts upon 
provision within individual universities, and at a strategic level, it is very clear that the 
market rules.
We’re world class already in some areas, with the potential to be world 
class in others and those that are not world class and do not have the 
potential we will not foster. Of course from little acorns great oak trees are 
created, grow and so on. We have to start somewhere but, areas that have 
perhaps gone by their sell by date and still have shown no potential for 
doing it then (pause), our strategy here, would be to divert attention to 
more useful and hopeful areas. I mean you can’t have a fixed state, the 
world is changing. Of course very often it’s not easy for people to 
recognise, or to accept that what they’re doing is played out or probably is 
not being done at the right level for us to achieve that (competitiveness) 
and that’s where management comes in. They’ve got to step in and make 
sure that you know, resources are focused and used more efficiently in 
pursuit of the vision (Christopher: 143-153).
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Undoubtedly differences occur within the university system, for different institutions 
have different levels of freedom to determine how closely they will adhere to the 
classical idea of the university or move towards an entrepreneurial being. However, 
what all universities share in common, is the need to cope with the massive shift in 
their power position within the wider social field. It is at the same time somewhat 
ironic because within the social field, the political field is the dominant field of power 
yet within the political field, contemporary ideologies would seem to presuppose a 
greater value being placed upon universities and their role in society. For example, in 
the government’s 2001 manifesto, whilst the language of citizenry prevails 
throughout, education remains the government’s top priority; “New Labour is proving 
that it is only by using the talents of us all that we get a healthy economy and that it is 
only by giving a stake to all that we are a healthy society” (Blair, 2001). Underlying 
the political philosophy of active citizenship is the idea that increased participation in 
education increases not only an individual’s opportunities but at the same time 
enables them to contribute to the collective good. As the following quotation 
demonstrates, these ideas are encapsulated in the concept of lifelong learning, which 
according to UNESCO (1976) can be defined as follows;
The term Lifelong Education and Learning denotes an overall scheme 
aimed both at re-structuring the existing education system and at 
developing the entire educational potential outside the education system.
However, policies that hide behind the seemingly benign mask of democracy, are 
increasingly recognised as little more than thinly disguised attempts to reform higher 
education to satisfy national and global economies (Tight, 1998; Coffield, 1999 and 
Olssen, 2000). Despite the government being keen to encourage a higher proportion 
of the population to engage with higher education, one of the problems of social 
legitimacy faced by the university is that society has witnessed the demise of 
guaranteed graduate employment. However, at the same time the increasingly 
competitive higher education market has also led to a new urgency within individual 
institutions to ensure adequate numbers of registrations, the pressure of which has 
increasingly placed universities in the role of selectors rather than recruiters. For 
example Leonard (2002), encourages potential doctoral students to select which 
institution best suits their needs, rather than hoping that their qualifications will meet 
the entry criteria decided upon by the individual university. Therefore having moved
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from a position of strength, when institutions were able to ration degrees through a 
system of regulation and reward, the university system (with some exceptions) now 
finds itself in the position of having to justify the quality of it products in the eyes of 
its consumers: consumers who may have very different sets of perceptions regarding 
the worth of a university education.
When looking at doctoral level provision it is particularly noticeable that whereas 
universities were once defined by their teaching and research roles, they are now fast 
becoming service providers. Therefore much of the conceptual confusion surrounding 
universities is not so much related to the issue of their functions having changed, but 
that society sees the university’s responsibility to society as having changed. As a 
result, the internal processes that support and reinforce the ideals of a university 
remain largely intact, but what has changed, is the level of state pressure on the 
universities that is aimed quite explicitly at shaping higher education to meet political 
objectives. Moreover, when defined as service providers in a market situation, the 
term service implies that institutions should be accountable to the state by 
demonstrating their economic efficiency and effectiveness. To add to the confusion, 
what the students’ perceptions in this study demonstrated, was that it is not the 
services per se, but the symbolic value of those services, which attracted them to 
doctoral study. In a market situation, as the previous extract from my interview with 
Christopher, a strategic level academic demonstrates, each university must ‘fend’ for 
itself in terms of providing the most appropriate range of courses in order to meet both 
its own objectives and those which meet its responsibility to the state’s objective of 
delivering generic skills training; which at the doctoral level is largely articulated 
though the policies of the research councils. Whilst at the operational level institutions 
may resent the threat to their autonomy involved in complying with research council’s 
requirements regarding the delivery doctoral programmes, in the 2001 ESRC 
recognition exercise, 523 outlets applied for recognition for a total of 709 doctoral 
courses. Out of these, 459 outlets and 539 courses were recognised, representing a 
success rate of 87% and 76% respectively (Source ESRC, 2002:a). As the figures 
demonstrate, few departments can afford to ‘opt’ out because if they did so it would 
involve not only a loss of position within the field but also a loss of potential income.
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When focusing exclusively on the doctorate, collectively the university system can 
still rely upon its ability to retain a powerful position in relation to other service 
providers. It is not simply that the university holds the authority to award doctorates, 
thus securing for itself a niche market, but that the doctorate itself is perceived of as 
being a powerful source of symbolic capital within the university as the doctorate is 
so closely associated with the concept of autonomy. As noted in chapter eleven, not 
only is capital multi-form but all forms of capital can be transformed into symbolic 
capital. However as with any capital, for it to be recognised as symbolic capital, 
people must believe in its value and this was why it was so important to look at the 
discourses surrounding the doctorate. When looking at the discursive context 
Mortimore’s (2000:21) description of the high value attached to autonomy is 
expressed in stronger language than is generally found in the literature, he writes,
We must fiercely guard our independence. We must not become an arm of 
the government or cosy companion to its representatives. We must insist 
on our right to: Generate our own research topics; Evaluate government 
actions and programmes; Use -  what has been legally granted to us -  
academic freedom -  to question and dispute (preferably responsibly and 
positively, rather than negatively) any matter on which we have expertise 
or knowledge gleaned from our research. Without such rights we will be 
impotent and would fail in our duties to the research community and 
ultimately, to society.
When reading statements like the one above, the power of the discourse to persuade is 
almost palpable. The ways in which dominant discourses construct and reinforce their 
positions of power by imposing the conditions for legitimate utterances or statements 
have been reviewed within the main body of this text but in order to recap how the 
concept of discourse was used within this thesis, two following quotations are again 
offered. Firstly the words of MacDonnell (1986:3) who writes, “A discourse as a 
particular area of language use may be identified by the institutions to which it relates 
and by the positions from which it comes and which it marks out for the speaker”. 
MacDonnell’s definition of discourse highlights the idea that discourses construct 
whereas the following definition by Mills (1997:11), highlights the way discourses 
constrain: Mills describes discourses as, “...being enacted within a social context, 
being determined by that social context and which contribute to the way that social
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context continues its existence”. From this understanding of discourse, academic 
writing about the university and the conventions associated with doctoral research can 
be said to be powerful discourses yet as Usher et al (1997:59) note, citing Foucault 
(1991:81),
The governance of adult education works, not so much because we have 
submitted ourselves to any new regime of ‘truth’ but rather because we 
are all implicated through our practice routines in its continual creation.
We are all partial authors of the current truths of our practice. The effect 
of govemmentality is to make our practices subject to systematic analysis 
and prescription. Ineffable qualities experience, competence, even quality 
itself are operationalised. Such practices crystallise into institutions, they 
inform individual behaviour, they act as grids for the perception and 
evaluation of things.
On perceptions
As illustrated in chapter nine, the mature students in this study did not wish for an 
extended period of training in research methods, as one of the students put it they ‘just 
wanted to get on with doing their own thing’. That they wanted to get on with their 
own thing was very largely because they were doing a particular piece of research that 
had for some time been a burning issue in their professional life. Only one of the 
students in this study saw the doctoral training process as ‘turning them into’ 
researching professionals and only one wished to become a professional 
researcher/academic. There has been much debate over whether doctoral training 
should exist primarily to produce researching professionals or professional 
researchers/academics yet what has been overlooked is that many mature doctoral 
candidates already have wide experience of conducting research in a professional 
capacity. Two thirds of the students interviewed in this study were already practising 
academics yet few would deny that research is an integral part of an academic’s 
professional role within higher education. Whilst the majority of them were generous 
in their support of the teams who delivered their research training, the general opinion 
was that they did not need this training, not least because many already taught 
research methods on Masters level courses. What the students had wanted stood in 
direct contradiction to what the research councils are aiming for, in that what they 
wanted, was less of a ‘broad-brush approach’ and more of a ‘hands-on regarding
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specifics’, type of approach. Moreover, their desire for specific training stood out in 
contrast to the literature where according to Gorard (2001), generic training course are 
infinitely preferable to the ‘old style’ of doctoral training whereby being tutored 
solely by one’s supervisor a student may never have had the opportunity of learning 
methodologies unknown or un-respected by their supervisor. The argument for 
generic training courses is generally presented in terms of its pedagogical advantages. 
However, what should not be overlooked is that in tandem with offering students a 
standardised training course, universities have been able to a) cut down on the number 
of hours students spend with their supervisors and b) increase the numbers of students 
to whom they can offer doctoral training. Clearly the economic advantages of this 
style of training act to soften the impact of what might otherwise be seen as intrusive 
demands by agencies external to the university. Appreciation of the financial benefits 
to be gained by educating doctoral candidates en-masse can further be seen by noting 
that, whilst 47% of research degree programmes are delivered by discipline based 
units either at school, faculty or department level, institution-wide graduate schools 
now deliver 53% of doctoral training (Metcalfe et al, 2002:11). Very clearly there are 
market advantages for universities, in providing mass doctoral education.
On identity and the prove-it syndrome
According to Bourdieu & Passeron (1997:181), regulation of the university permits 
universities to function as functionaries of the state by inculcating social values. Yet 
at the same time, some still believe that the university should be responsible for 
maintaining the conscience of society (Bearing, 1997) whereby according to 
Habermas (1971:10),
The university not the place for demonstration of politics but is the place 
for discussion o f  politics and students should have a right to take part in 
discussions in which the university itself is a political issue.
Claiming the authority to speak is an issue about having the power to claim a voice 
and to be heard, yet it is also about making the claim that one is credible and as such 
deserving recognition. It is these issues around recognition and the desire to prove 
oneself through the completion of ritual tasks that I refer to when stating that the 
doctorate is heavily concerned with issues of self-identity.
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For the mature students in this study, (the aimed for) acceptance of their thesis was 
seen as a means for demonstrating that, not only were thoughts credible but that as the 
individuals who created the theses, they were worthy of what they perceived of as the 
highly desirable symbolic value attached to a doctorate. It is not enough to be told that 
something is of value, one must believe in its value. In terms of enhanced 
employability or as an aid to continuing professional development, possession of a 
doctorate is a form of economic and cultural capital. Yet this was not the primary 
reason that the mature students in this study decided to undertake doctoral studies; 
they did so because they believed in the symbolic value of the doctorate. Therefore 
the final message of this thesis, is to make the point that for a rite of passage (Glaser 
and Strauss, 1971) such as the conferral of a doctorate, to carry symbolic capital it 
must remain meaningful to those who aspire to the status attached to the ritual. 
Moreover, as the stories in this thesis and my analysis of them using Bourdieu’s ideas 
concerning probabilities demonstrate, aspirations are linked to an individual’s sense of 
self-identity or self-esteem.
Within psychology or educational psychology as disciplinary fields, the impostor 
phenomenon is well recognised as being a concept that influences an individual’s 
motivation and self-esteem (Ross et al, 2001). Leary et al (2000:726) write that; “In 
light of the strength and pervasiveness of the self-esteem motive, the impostor 
phenomenon presents an enigma because so-called impostors appear to lack this 
fundamental tendency for self-enhancement”. According to Glance and O’Toole 
(1988:56) the impostor phenomenon is, “an internal experience of intellectual 
phoniness in which subjects who had obtained earned degrees, high scores on 
standardised tests or professional recognition from colleagues or organisations did not 
experience an internal sense of success”. In other words they feel like impostors as if 
their success and achievement is only an artificial sham and as such, that they are fake 
intellectuals. However, the prove-it-syndrome is more than the Impostor 
Phenomenon. The reason it is more, is because it is a coping strategy, one in which 
students feel compelled to go on and on trying to prove to themselves and others, in 
order to affirm a positive sense of identity. It is not therefore, fear of failure as such, 
but actually the opposite, for students felt that they have not yet achieved enough, 
irrespective of their previous academic and professional success.
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According to Knowles (1987), the more students study, the greater their ability to 
perform well in study. Therefore, with every successive educational experience, 
education becomes seen more positively, in the sense that it permits individuals to 
achieve the goals that they have set for themselves. The process of attaining 
‘educational efficacy’ occurs, when as the student’s academic competence increases, 
through regular or repeated exposure to academic practices and conventions, students 
are rewarded through academic qualification. However, in addition I would argue 
that the academic practices and conventions to which students must be exposed, in 
order to gain mastery of them, are themselves discursive formations. Therefore, if 
students are to succeed, in terms of academic rewards, the utterances and statements 
they make, embodied in the essays and research they produce, must conform to the 
rules of the discourse. Bandura’s (1989) statement that, people only attempt those 
things which they believe they can do, otherwise it is a threat to their self-esteem, was 
discussed more fully in chapter eleven. However, here it is necessary to make the 
point that, the students believed they did have something important to say through 
their research but what they felt that was lacking, was recognition that their thoughts 
were legitimate in the eyes of authoritative others. Therefore students who understand 
and therefore learn to play by the discursive rules can be said to have achieved 
educational efficacy.
It was the desire for symbolic capital that motivated students to undertake doctoral 
study because irrespective of which ideal type of action they had displayed when 
talking about the act of registering, or which idealised type of learner identity became 
apparent in their stories, for the students collectively, the underlying value based 
judgement rested on their perception of the doctorate’s potential for adding to their 
symbolic capital. Through possession of this symbolic capital students saw studying 
for a doctorate as a means to increase their sense of autonomy and power and in doing 
so, affirm what they believed would be a positive sense of self-identity. Seeking ways 
of increasing the capital or power required to determine one’s own sense of identity is 
related to autonomy. Usher et al (1997:108) describe this relationship as; “Autonomy 
becomes a matter of expressing identity through the consumption of signifying 
choices”. In the stories I was told, a recurrent notion was the prove-it-syndrome. To 
be able to prove to others, that as individuals they deserved to be heard, that the 
knowledge claims they voiced should be considered legitimate therefore it was the
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symbolic power of the doctorate that was being consumed, in the belief that it could 
provide them the authority they desired. Whilst doctoral students may want to believe 
that the doctorate provides a high degree of autonomy, as Robertson (2001:122) notes, 
‘the autonomy we feel we have only exists within pre-defined educational 
frameworks’. However it would be naïve to consider that the pre-defined educational 
frameworks which Robertson refers to, were defined solely by the university, for 
whilst it is through the licence of the university that students may work towards 
becoming recognised as scholars, what cannot be overlooked is that the university has 
in turn been licensed through the concession of the state.
On policy
Before discussing what implications my work may have for policy, I reflect briefly 
upon the concept of policy. Policy according to dictionary definition (Collins, 1994) 
is, a plan of action pursued by an individual, a government, or party. Working from 
this definition, government policy is the plans for action pursued by political ends. By 
extension, the government’s education policy becomes plans of action regarding its 
administration of education for political ends. Yet as Trowler (1998) acknowledges, 
different political philosophies or ideologies support and more readily accommodate 
particular educational philosophies. As such, discourses surrounding the purpose of 
education, the role of government, the curriculum and the position of the student will 
vary. However for the purposes of this condensed discussion, it is adequate to suggest 
that in practice, accommodating potentially quite distinct sets of beliefs and objectives 
may be problematic, but that the ‘goodness of fit’ achieved, is a major determinant in 
the nature of the relationship between the university and the state.
However, according to Skolnik (2000), it is not clear who the key players are and how 
they are influencing the education policy process. Whilst the power of master players 
like the UUK, Industry, and State agencies, to define the boundaries of the discourse 
is well documented, my research narratives indicate that as individuals we are all 
involved, for there was a high degree of complicity which sought to preserve the 
notion of the doctorate as sui generis. If  as I suggest, the state, university and 
individual doctoral students all have different interests, it is perhaps not surprising that 
state policy focuses on how the university through its degrees can best serve the needs 
of civil and political society, or that the university focuses on aspects surrounding the
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advancement of knowledge but that the students are more likely to focus on the notion 
of personal development. However the situation is not unproblematic, for as Pring 
(2000:495) notes, “How we describe the world affects the nature of the enquiry 
through which we seek to understand”. Yet because the dominant discourse within the 
university is the scientific discourse and policy makers prefer quantitative approaches, 
open-ended interpretive research which is better suited to examining ‘soft’ issues like 
personal development, tends to be marginalised.
There is growing encouragement for social scientists to disseminate their findings to 
policy makers, for example the ESRC’s new Evidence Based Policy Centre. However 
whilst the rhetoric of large-scale research initiatives such as the third phase of the 
TLRP espouses the use of qualitative designs (preferably in conjunction with 
quantitative designs) it is still the case that in order to influence policy makers the 
information delivered must be objective information (McGrath, 2002). Shain and 
Ozga (2001:114) make the comment that “ Since the 1980s, sociologists of education 
have become increasingly preoccupied with studying educational policy, although 
their work seemed increasingly marginal to the development of that policy”. Although 
I have developed a strong sense of what a doctorate is, I am at the same time acutely 
aware that policy makers rarely ‘listen’ to the findings of doctoral research. Moreover 
rather than make reference to policy recommendations it is more appropriate to refer 
to my ideas as having implications for policy makers -  whether they hear them, or 
not!
When in January 2003, the government announced that undergraduate fees could be 
raised to £3000 per annum, the media responded with concern that the cost being so 
high, some students might not consider it worth paying the price. Although going 
beyond the scope of my fieldwork, it is plausible to suggest that whilst undergraduates 
might not think it worth investing that amount of money because possession of a 
Bachelors degree no longer guarantees increased human and/or cultural capital that 
could be of use to an individual in terms of short-term social advancement or 
employability: the doctoral candidates in this study did believe it worth investing in 
the region of £3000 per annum in fees. For as Corson (2000:117) notes, “all human 
beings inhabit a marketplace where the quality of something is decided according to
2 8 3
The idea o f the doctorate Upon reflection
the price it can fetch, rather than according to any intrinsic and real qualities it might 
have”.
Whilst the issue of undergraduate fees was not discussed during interviews 
perceptions on participation from this group of doctoral students might still be of 
some interest to those considering the implications of raising fees. A frequent lament 
of educational researchers is that whilst it would be useful to understand the opinions 
of non-participants, generally speaking they are inaccessible to researchers. However, 
whilst the main focus of this research is the doctorate, the use of a life/educational 
history approach required students to talk about earlier educational experiences and 
what was noteworthy was that, when younger, the majority of them were non- 
participants. Yet, very few had believed the financial cost of a higher education had 
been the reason why they had not gone straight onto university at eighteen -  several 
comments were made regarding how their parents would have leapt through hoops of 
fire in order to have afforded it, should they have wished to continue with study. For 
the large part students simply considered it had not been worth it, in terms of what a 
degree could give them as individuals. However as discussed in an earlier chapter, 
changes in social expectations and subsequent participation in higher education that 
had occurred in the meantime, developed in students the perception that a higher 
education, up to and including doctoral level study, was ‘worth’ it in terms of what it 
gave to them as individuals. The debate on undergraduate funding issues appears to 
have focused entirely on the economic aspects of the decision yet this study looking at 
perceptions of the doctorate found that primarily what students were subscribing to, 
was not the product itself but the symbolic value that they perceived to be attached to 
the doctorate. The desire to increase social and cultural capital motivated students to 
study per se, yet as I have demonstrated the reasons given as to why study were not 
the same as those given as to why study for a doctorate.
Following Peters and Waterman’s (1982) assertion that in a market driven situation 
the customer is always king, the popular rhetoric which implies that the students are 
the principle consumers of higher education and therefore enjoy the associated 
benefits, appears sound. However, this is a tenuous position to defend, for both the 
state and the university operate in a context where global economic pressures act to 
diminish responsibility to local consumers. As consumers students can and do ‘vote
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with their feet’. However, with reference to the specific situation regarding the 
doctorate because the range of goods available (or forms of courses of doctoral 
training) has been predetermined through the negotiations of the state and the 
university, without consulting the growing body of mature doctoral candidates, it 
would be naïve to assume that the choice available always meets their specific needs. 
For too long a rigid one-size fits all approach has been taken to doctoral education. 
One of the implications of the issue of identity is that there is a need to recognise 
potential differences between younger and more mature doctoral candidates’ 
expectations for the doctoral process. Blaxter and Hatt (1999), reviewing problems 
faced by mature undergraduates to higher education note the necessity of 
distinguishing between young mature students and mature mature students, on the 
basis that each group will have been influenced by different sets of social and 
chronologically linked factors. Of the students with whom I spoke only one would 
have been described as a young mature student if using Blaxter and Hatt’s definition 
of 35 or over as being a mature mature student. Details of the group’s ages and 
qualifications are outlined in chapter two and brief individual biographies are 
available in the appendix (pages 44-50). It is important to make explicit that because 
the majority of the students in this study were in their mid forties, what unites them as 
a group but distinguishes them from younger students, is that although each of the 
students may have experienced the cultural norms of their formative years differently 
according to factors such as their gender, class or ethnicity, the cultural norms that 
they collectively experienced will have been very different to those that would have 
been experienced in the formative years of younger students. There are growing 
numbers of mature doctoral candidates and it is likely that this trend will continue, 
particularly with the nascence of professional doctorates. However the newer 
doctorates incorporate more of a taught element and this was not what students in this 
study wanted from the doctoral experience. This dissatisfaction was not concerned 
with the quality of its delivery but that it was being delivered at all. Most felt that they 
did not need the training element because with the way higher education courses are 
now structured by the time most students reach doctoral level study they have already 
completed courses of this kind. These types of courses were criticised by the students 
as failing to stretch them intellectually and being too heavily dependent on empty 
vessel or toolbox models. Students were not wholly negative about the training 
element, for great value was attached to the opportunity it provided for regular
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presence on campus and in particular the peer support this enabled. This was seen in 
positive terms as maintaining motivation and a counterbalance to the perceived 
loneliness of the remainder of their doctoral routes. Yet these are not issues found in 
the literature.
I therefore suggest that it would also be misleading to assume that the emergence of 
taught doctorates and professional or practice based doctorates such as the EdD, are in 
direct response to the demands of doctoral students. Furthermore, although a truism, it 
is necessary to reiterate the point that, by their very nature, professional or practice 
based doctorates are aimed at mature consumers of the doctoral market. A younger 
student is unlikely to have gained the professional experience necessary to register for 
a professional doctorate. This again supports my suggestion that a distinction requires 
to be made between the needs of traditionally aged and mature doctoral candidates.
Ironically, in some areas there is already a very clear distinction made between 
younger and more mature students, for example in the area of funding. In light of the 
growing numbers of mature doctoral students, it appears somewhat paradoxical that 
for the majority of funded fellowships, certainly in the social sciences, the upper age 
limit for applications is forty. The situation being, as Parry et al (1997:127/8) 
commenting in the vernacular, note, ‘by the time you’re thirty you’ve reached your 
sell-by date as far as post-doc research goes’. Although there is a voluntary code of 
practice on age diversity, it has not been legislated for and as Sargeant (2001:141) 
notes, “There is little evidence to show that those who enter or return to higher 
education as mature students are any better than other workers in avoiding 
discrimination based upon their chronological age”. A further disincentive for mature 
doctoral students was the announcement in February 2002 by the ESRC that along 
with the other research councils, they would be abolishing the mature students 
incentive on the grounds that, “there was no inherent reason why a twenty six year old 
needs more to live on than a twenty-five year old”. What the research councils appear 
to have completely overlooked in creating parity in stipend levels across all ages, is 
that more mature, mature students may well need more to live on than a twenty-five 
year old. However, the actual economies notwithstanding I ’m not wholly convinced 
that this is a positive indication that mature students are no longer considered non- 
traditional students!
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Despite attempts to standardise doctoral training to a one size fits all pattern as 
advocated by the research councils, there are those who are prepared to stand up and 
say that the university must retain the power and authority to protect its autonomy, as 
illustrated by my earlier reference to Mortimore (2000). Calls for more research that is 
at arms length from the state (Harris, 2002) also appear to support the idea that the 
university must have the right to determine what constitutes legitimate academic 
knowledge, in terms of its methodological rigour. However, higher education is a 
market and if the rhetoric is to be believed and students are the principle consumers, 
then students’ expectations for the doctoral process are important for policy makers to 
consider.
An un-intended learning outcome, un-intended in the sense of learning arrived at as a 
result of data analysis as a form of conceptualizing my study rather than as a result of 
fieldwork, was that it became possible to comment on the changing patterns of 
participation by mature doctoral students and what implications this may have for 
policy. Unpublished statistics from HESA serve to support the commonly held view 
that part-time students are a fast growing body of consumers of higher education. As 
such the implication being that wherever possible the providers of programmes of 
study should tailor their courses to accommodate the specific needs of this valuable 
body of consumers, for example through considerate timetable planning and ensuring 
that facilities on campus are open etc. However, upon closer inspection the same 
HESA statistics show that awards made to mature doctoral candidates (mature here 
defined as students aged 30 or over at time of completion) are climbing at an even 
greater rate than for part-time students. In a 3 year period between 95/96 and 97/98 
awards made to part-time students rose by 1.44% from 52.74% of total awards to 
54.18%. In the same period awards made to mature students rose by 4.57% from 
21.28% of total awards to 25.85%. Although supporting figures are unavailable, it is 
probable that in numerical terms a proportion of the rise in part-time students could be 
accounted for by rising numbers of mature students. That numbers of awards made to 
mature student is rising is perhaps not surprising given that numbers of mature 
students within higher education generally, have risen steadily and concomitantly the 
potential pool of doctoral candidates will have grown. It is also possible that growth in 
mature student numbers is related to discipline, for as Metcalfe et al (2002) note, the
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academic field showing the second highest growth rate in doctoral provision between 
1996 and 2000 was education, which went up by 81% and education has traditionally 
been anomalous amongst the disciplines with its high proportion of mature female 
registrations. The implication of these issues is that although mature students may no 
longer derogatorily be referred to as non-traditional students they are still 
marginalised for whilst universities appears to recognize that the needs of part-time 
students may differ from full-time students, as yet there has been no system-wide 
recognition of the different learning and support needs of mature doctoral students. 
According to Metcalfe et al (2002:7), the emergence of new disciplines and forms of 
doctorate has “increased the need for institutions to assure the quality of their training 
programmes and the consistency of the doctoral qualification”. Yet as this study 
argues, whilst providing training courses as approved by the research councils and the 
subsequent importance attached to audit and accountability may be in the university’s 
best interests, it was clearly not what this group of mature students wanted. However, 
until universities are prepared to directly consult mature doctoral candidates little is 
likely to change. For as Dearden (2002:152) notes, when decision making is 
researched, the tradition appears to be, to focus on the choice and evaluation stages as 
opposed to the earlier consideration and implementation stages.
In chapter eleven, I discussed at a theoretical level why universities might be keen to 
focus on professional doctorates however, it is also necessary to comment that the 
data coding system used by HESA is somewhat ambiguous regarding the numbers of 
students registered for professional doctorates compared to PhDs. Within the HESA 
coding system, under qualification aimed for (Field 41- QUAE AIM) there are two 
possible entries, either Doctorate degrees mainly by research which is coded 02 or 
Doctorate degrees not mainly by research which is coded 03. However, although 
according to Hoddell (2000) the distinction between the PhD and named doctorates is 
based on the taught component, it is at the discretion of individual departments or 
institutions to determine what level of input constitutes mainly by research. Moreover 
it is impossible to investigate this further, for the HESA coding manual states that 
whilst it is a compulsory field, it is not subject to specific checks regarding the code’s 
validity. Therefore, a policy recommendation that it would be appropriate for me to 
make, is that some consideration should be given to regulating the accuracy of the 
data that HESA are collecting.
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Currently the planning of doctoral provision is only being made on the basis of 
potential and not actual figures and the only party whose interests are being served in 
maintaining this ambiguity is the university. With growing inter-university 
competition, offering professional doctorates can widen a department’s potential 
market slice. What is being marketed, irrespective of title, is the symbolic concept of 
the doctorate. The D brings in registrations on the grounds that possession of the D 
infers both status and difference for the individual. However, as is the case in any 
form of supply-side driven expansion, the needs and/or desires of consumers are 
subordinate to the needs of the suppliers.
A new and little commented upon issue in the discourse, is the ‘New Route PhD’ 
which was publicly announced by Tony Blair on 21st April 2001. In the same DfEE 
press release, Sir Brian Fender, Chief Executive of HEFCE, describes its introduction 
thus, “The New Route PhD was developed in response to international demand...” 
The question that begs asking is which international demand, by whom or is it simply 
the international demand of market competition, as was the case in the introduction of 
the first British PhD eighty years ago that was very largely introduced in attempts to 
a) staunch the haemorrhage of UK graduates completing their study abroad and b) 
secure a large enough body of overseas students in UK institutions. It would appear 
that in eighty years little changes, for the new ‘Harvard style’ (Blair, 2001) PhDs are 
described as better equipping graduates in the, using Blackstone’s words (2001), 
“rapidly expanding worldwide market.... They draw on the highest quality examples 
of PhDs offered at the best American Universities”. The message is interesting, for 
whilst Blackstone refers to the best universities, Blair refers explicitly to Harvard by 
announcing them to be Harvard style PhDs as opposed to American style degrees 
generally. Yet Harvard has a strong economic tradition and therefore by implication it 
is those universities with a strong economic or entrepreneurial emphasis that are 
considered the best. The new route PhD appears to be clearly underpinned by 
economic political intent and it is interesting to note how it is portrayed as being of 
benefit to students, for according to the section entitled, ‘How you will benefit’, it is 
stated that, “you will have a competitive edge over others because you will also have 
developed your personal qualities and a range of advanced skills increasingly in 
demand within the workplace”. The idea that it will secure an elite position again
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appears to support my claim that the primary ‘value’ of a doctorate is in terms of its 
symbolic capital. That the doctorate is already an elite phenomena is demonstrated in 
that doctoral registrations account for only 3.4% of all higher education student 
registrations, therefore, the question that must be asked is, is the new PhD that offers 
students ‘a competitive edge over others’, going to create a super-elite? Moreover, 
who will comprise this super elite, which disciplines will they be located in? Couched 
in terms of being an incentive to students, it is intended that fees for the new route 
PhDs will be at ‘competitive rates and in some cases will offer full scholarships’. 
However, as a sceptic this appears to me as only a thinly veiled disguise for the UK 
government’s support of the EU Harmonisation project. My justification for this 
suggestion can be found by looking at reforms of the doctorate within the Nordic 
countries whereby increasingly doctoral candidates are state employees as opposed to 
students. The problem however is that, as direct employees of the state, academic 
freedom to determine what to research becomes tenuous. The new route PhD appears 
to be a further step in the direction towards curbing the freedom of universities whilst 
for the student removing any potential for the liberal notion of self-development. My 
claim that student development is of concern to students more than institutions, is 
supported by the two following quotations. The first is an extract from the HEFCE 
2001 annual conference, where conference delegates responded to the following 
question: What major changes do you see in the services that higher education will be 
expected to deliver in the future? - by answering,
There will be continuing pressure to deliver ‘relevant learning’ rather than 
the traditional model of open education for its own sake.
However this stands in stark contrast with the views expressed by the National 
Postgraduate Committee (1995) who respond to the HEFCE/C VCP/S COP Review of 
Postgraduate Education consultation paper’s question, What are the major purposes of 
postgraduate education, and are these changing?
Students undertake postgraduate study for a wide variety of different 
reasons, and structures must be in place to allow a diversity of provision 
in response to these needs.... a huge range of new postgraduate 
programmes, mainly taught courses, being established. While it is 
absolutely right that such programmes should be attuned to career oriented 
goals, we are concerned that the nature of all postgraduate education is 
shifting in this direction. The most important motivation for many who go
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into postgraduate study, particularly postgraduate research, is purely that 
of personal development and enrichment and the pursuit of knowledge.
The provision of professional doctoral programmes has been rapidly accelerating over 
the last few years, rising from 109 in 1998 to 179 by 2001 (Bowden et al, 2002). 
However, whether or not this growth is in response to a demand by students is less 
clear. Moreover as I have discussed, it is impossible to clarify the situation the way 
that HESA collect and present their data. Although professional doctorates may not be 
as widespread as inferred, it would be naïve to consider that the diversification of 
doctoral education would not have an impact on the role of the doctorate within the 
university. However my rationale for focusing on the essential idea of the doctorate is 
justifiable in light of Usher’s (2002) comment that, before comparing the merits of 
PhDs and professional doctorates, a far more urgent need is to understand the doctoral 
situation as it stands at present, lest as Usher cautions, we in error throw the baby out 
with the bathwater.
To recap
This thesis therefore finds that much further research is required before it would be 
possible to clarify the conceptual confusion surrounding the doctorate. However, 
although having declared the issues as being so wide and eclectic therefore making 
the subject almost un-researchable, what this thesis has achieved, is that it has opened 
up the standard discourse and as such it has opened the door for others. I would argue 
that whilst focusing on the differences between the PhD and the EdD may be in the 
university’s best interest, it may not necessarily be in student’s best interests. UKCGE 
(2002:21) acknowledge that, whilst to those involved professionally with such 
programmes it is important to recognize that PhDs and EdDs differ in their intended 
learning outcomes and subsequently their structure, this is not necessarily the case for 
other groups. I have argued that as authors we all write from our own standpoint, 
whether acknowledged or not. Therefore, although differences between the two types 
of doctorate may rest upon fundamentally different sets of knowledge, whilst it may 
be a legitimate area for consideration by academics - i.e. how to assess these different 
types of knowledge, focusing on the differences, is to a certain extent counter­
productive, in that it fails to address what the essential qualities of a doctorate are. 
However as Peters (2002) notes, it is the economics of education that drive global
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policy therefore what any argument surrounding professional doctorates cannot be 
detached from is that, from a market perspective it is in the university’s best interest 
to offer and promote professional doctorates. Put bluntly, professional doctorates can 
be said to be offering the university another bite at the cherry. The greater numbers of 
mature people who repeatedly engage with higher education, the more this potential 
client/customer group will grow yet not all consumers will necessarily want or be able 
to attract funding for a PhD; for as both my review of the literature and some of the 
student’s comments demonstrate, increasingly the PhD is seen as too academic. 
Understandably from an economic perspective the university needs to tailor courses 
that will appeal to as wide an audience as possible, for at the end of the day the 
university is a self-serving institution which, perhaps more than ever before in its long 
history, is having its power and autonomy challenged as a result of market forces. A 
sceptic might perceive this as leading to the situation whereby doctoral students are no 
longer seen in terms of being individuals or scholars but as mere URNs that 
collectively provide a not insubstantial income for the university.
Therefore research which overlooks, or chooses not to consider, the impact of 
economic pressures on the university as having influenced the shape of its agenda 
regarding PhDs and professional doctorates would at best be naïve and at worst 
misleading. Although from a pedagogical standpoint the emergence of professional 
doctorates has major implications for the universities, for students differences 
between the two appeared to be less of a concern. Of the 11 students I spoke with 
who had registered for an EdD, only two had registered specifically for an EdD as 
opposed to a PhD on the grounds that they saw the EdD as more appropriate in terms 
of their CPD. Although a variety of perceptions were expressed regarding differences 
in the amount of work they both entailed and the subsequent commitment that would 
be required overall, for the large majority of the students it had been a pragmatic 
decision one that can be readily summed up in the words of Greg (157-160)
It’s the time factor, therefore to do the Ed Doctorate at 50,000 words 
rather than 80,000 words is a better option for me. I think I would like to 
have done, with all other things being equal, the Ph. with its broader 
spread of things. But I’m a realist and a pragmatist.
Other students were even more candid, for example Christine (354-358), who replied 
to my enquiry as to whether she was registered for an EdD or a PhD.
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Christine I haven’t decided yet really.
Researcher Oh, mmm, would it make any difference to you,
which qualification?
Christine No. As long as it’s got the D in it.
To the students it was the ‘fact’ that it was a doctorate which had motivated them to 
study, irrespective of title yet as comments included in chapter eight, ‘Academics 
talk’ demonstrate, it was a concern of the academics that there is a perceived disparity 
in the status attached to the two forms of the doctorate. However, as stated above the 
aim of this research, was to explore whether there were core common elements of the 
doctorate i.e. what makes a doctorate a doctorate and therefore issues regarding 
difference in the forms of knowledge they represent was very largely beyond the 
scope of this research. However that academics perceive there to be a difference in 
the status of the two forms of doctorate, is perhaps an area to which future research 
should be focused.
Matters arising
In reflecting upon matters arising from having conducted this research a further 
question I asked myself was, who are my potential audience in the sense of who might 
find my work interesting or useful because as previously noted, whom we write for 
determines how it will be judged. Invariably researchers mention policy makers and I 
am no different to other authors in this respect for I believe that my work could be 
useful for policy makers, those within and external to the university. In the previous 
section I discussed how this study has shown that whilst rational, instrumental reasons 
may be adequate to motivate people to seek further education and training in order to 
survive in the rapidly changing world of employment, for some people the doctorate 
is still perceived of as offering a route to personal development. In addition, the 
stories told by the students presented as four very different exemplar tales but 
theorised to Bourdieu, appear to suggest that mature students may well have very 
different needs and expectations regarding the doctorate from those of their younger 
colleagues. This too could be said to have implications for how universities market 
and deliver their doctoral training programmes especially considering the trend 
towards growing numbers of doctoral candidates being mature students.
2 9 3
The idea o f the doctorate Upon reflection
I considered that a further possible audience for this text might be individual 
academics for it could be of interest to them in their role as supervisors of doctoral 
students. Yet I am realistic enough to know that few academics have the time to read 
such texts, for example as an operational level academic commented,
The reading that I do nowadays is instrumental reading, dipping into 
things because Fm writing something or teaching something. I cannot 
remember the last time I sat in this office and sat down to read a book or 
an article, straight through or something like that (James: 309-312).
I cannot claim to have evidence that James is typical of other academics in his reading 
habits but my surmise is that for the majority of academics, the time available for 
general reading is limited. I therefore appreciate that if I wished to reach an academic 
audience submitting my work to a peer reviewed journal would be a more successful 
avenue. Similarly if  I were to write certain sections up as conference papers this 
would be an equally good means of disseminating my findings. However, an audience 
for whom I firmly believe my thesis would be valuable, is students.
Over the last few years I have read several ‘how to’ books about the PhD (Phillips and 
Pugh, 1987; Graves and Varma, 1997; Cryer, 2001 and Leonard, 2002) and whilst 
each recognises the ‘pearls and pitfalls’ of doctoral education and hands out singularly 
sage advice on, how to manage your supervisor, keep accurate and up-to-date 
references etc. What these books cannot give, is an indication of what it means to 
‘be’ a doctoral student. One of the things that reviewing the literature suggested to 
me, was that the lack of literature on the doctorate might imply either a general lack of 
interest in or, more worryingly, a lack of general understanding or knowledge of the 
development of the doctorate as an ‘institution’. However, as was acknowledged in 
one of my interviews, in the increasingly competitive environment of higher 
education, doctoral students are consumers and in many instances have a far greater 
level of power than is often recognised. The general discourse surrounding the 
doctorate is firmly located in the area of outcomes yet whilst students may find 
information on the process itself, as in the how to books, more useful than the general 
outcome literature, to my knowledge there is no substantial body of work looking 
specifically at the issues involved in being a mature doctoral candidate. The problems 
faced by mature doctoral students may well be very different to those faced by 
younger students, for increasingly mature doctoral students in the field of education
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are likely to be working full-time in addition to studying part-time whilst 
simultaneously caring for and supporting families. Therefore this text which offers a 
glimpse into the development of the doctorate and the ideals which it continues to 
support, when combined with my account of ‘doing’ a doctorate and the different 
processes involved, has the potential to offer students an informed account. Further, 
this text may be of interest to students simply because it is not the reporting of a piece 
of research carried out by an expert, on students for professional reasons. On the 
contrary, it is an account of research by a student, based on the perceptions o f 
students,/or students. Therefore its value is that it could stimulate both potential and 
current doctoral students to pause and consider upon what perceptions of the 
doctorate, their own decision to register were based.
On black boxes
At the very beginning of this thesis (page 3) I make the claim that the doctorate has 
been mystified, however what must be pointed out is that I am not implying a darker 
side to the doctorate but that with any processes that have been black boxed, they 
remain so because through our discursive practices we allow them to. Yet as Harding 
(1993:72) notes, whilst “might should not make right in the realm of knowledge 
production”, it is invariably the case that whatever remains critically unexamined 
retains its legitimacy as a knowledge claim, therefore this permits even false truths to 
appear legitimate. It is far easier to acknowledge the existence of black boxes but 
tolerate their ambiguity, for if the lid is lifted there is the fear that our beliefs might 
become vulnerable. As a result the lid stays closed. However, as with the old saying 
that a dog’s bark is worse than its bite, it is the fear of the threat that is so damaging 
because whilst opening the box and learning what ‘goes on’ inside is potentially risky, 
what this study has shown is that all parties want the doctorate to ‘work’. Each party 
has its own agenda and each party acts in ways so as to secure their own position and 
authority yet as the perceptions of the contributors to this study demonstrate, although 
they use different frames of reference, they share a mutual idea of the doctorate. The 
state wants governable institutions that function to serve society; universities want 
governable subjects to advance knowledge (primarily) knowledge that fits within the 
dominant scientific discourse and students want development and reward. The idea(ls) 
of the doctorate do indeed appear to meet all three of the missions of the university. 
Being presented from the standpoint of the student this text portrays the university as
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being caught ‘twixt a rock and a hard place’. Intransigence and interference on the 
part of the state and its agencies can be thought of as the rock with the hard place 
being the university’s position regarding competition for doctoral students. Following 
this scenario any actions taken by the state which undermine the university’s own 
autonomy, result in the state and other agencies being cast in the role of the ‘bad 
guys’. However, in reality there are no good guys or bad guys; only interested parties 
each concerned with meeting their own objectives for survival.
And finally...
If this thesis is to be considered a piece of reflexive critical writing how I present my 
work is an integral part of what I wish to achieve. However, at the end of the day, 
there is only so much one individual can achieve and as Clandinin and Connelly 
(1998:157) note,
One of the common laments of those who focus on experience in all its 
messy complexity, is that they lose track of the forest for the trees and find 
it hard to draw closure to a study.
This was something that as researcher and author of this text I identified very strongly 
with, for there is much more that could be said. Although I erected markers to 
distinguish the boundaries, the research by necessity covered a wide area and an 
eclectic range of issues. If I had tried to suggest otherwise in my representation of 
telling the story of the doctorate I would have been imposing an order and simplicity 
that in ‘reality’ was not there. For as Marshall (1990:21) when discussing Foucault’s 
T Pierre Rivière’ (1975), comments on the book,
when a whole arena of competing discourses are brought together as an 
event... the cacophony caused in the space where these discourses 
intersect, shows us the complexity of any event.
In opening this thesis with a prologue outlining the main issues surrounding the 
doctorate at an institutional level I intimated that because beliefs and perceptions 
inform actions it is vital not only to look at what works (using quantitative evidence 
based research) but to go deeper and ask why and how something works. Over the 
intervening pages I present my review of the context and my analysis of the findings 
from having conducted a small case study. From amongst the complexity I identify 
three issues pivotal to understanding the doctorate: power, autonomy and identity. 
Within the text links are made between them by discussing the concept of identity
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with reference to sense of self, which in the students’ stories was articulated as the 
desire for self-definition, of being seen as a scholar and as somehow proving 
something about themselves. However in more general terms self-definition is 
equated with agency, which in this thesis was expressed as autonomy through 
reference to academic autonomy in relation to an academic identity and with reference 
to the university’s relationship with the state. Autonomy leads to power for without 
autonomy individuals or institutions are, or perhaps more cogently perceive 
themselves to be, powerless. Conversely as illustrated through theorising with 
Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus, capital and field, with a strong sense of autonomy 
comes power and the potential for self-definition.
The issues and perceptions I discuss are those that arose as a result of the perceptions 
of others, others include the authors of the literature I read or participants in my 
research whose perceptions I represented in the text. However, by entitling my 
penultimate chapter ‘Lasting impressions’ two points are being made. Firstly, I am 
making transparent my impressions of some of my experiences of doctoral study. 
Secondly and more importantly, I am reiterating my political intent by placing a piece 
of free writing almost at the end, whereby amongst the impressions that a reader will 
find, are stories and as such based upon the words of Tuckett (2001:1) below, I have 
succeeded in my aim of putting into practice the idea of research as praxis.
The terms of the debate about learning are set too firmly within the 
confines of what can be measured, weighed, marked. To counter that, we 
need to revive the debate about what it means to be educated. Certainly 
we need an educated workforce, and an active participative democracy. "
To that end, it seems to me, we need to tell stories about learning -  of 
triumph and disaster, of pleasure and pain, and above all stories that 
capture the cadences of learners themselves. Stories have their own logic, 
complexity and ambiguity. They are seldom reducible to a clear set of pre­
ordained outcomes. But they can teach, and inspire, and encourage 
emulation. And at their best, they are fun.
Through exploring perceptions surrounding the doctorate this thesis is my 
contribution to the debate concerning what it means to be educated. Whilst I am the 
sole author, in one sense this text is an anthology, in that I have brought together,
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synthesised and retold, a collection of diverse narratives. These accounts range from 
how a person ‘educated’ to a doctoral level is perceived, to academically defined 
discourses surrounding what constitutes valid doctoral knowledge, to what values the 
doctorate is perceived as having by others external to the university. The narratives in 
this study each have their own complexity and ambiguity; none should be considered 
simply one story, for each has many dimensions, every facet cut by discursive 
formations. These are not definitive accounts yet in presenting and analysing them 
together, I produce yet a further story and whilst I have not demonstrated 
methodological purity I have demonstrated that I understand the research process. 
Becoming a bricoleur enabled me to do this and I am satisfied with what I have 
achieved for according to the ESRC (2001 :b), the overall goal of training of doctoral 
training is,
the development of fully trained and competent social science researchers, 
able to understand and use research techniques appropriate to their subject 
area and conversant with approaches used by other social scientists.
Moreover although I have spent three years researching the question, What is a 
doctorate?, a PhD is, as Mullins and Kiley (2002:369) note, “a PhD, not a Nobel 
Prize”. Therefore whilst I stake my claim to be a competent researcher and even an 
expert on the subject of the doctorate, I do not claim to have a definitive answer to my 
question, but rather more humbly make the lesser claim, that my confusion is more 
sophisticated now. For what I have learnt is that there are many more questions 
surrounding the doctorate than I first thought and whilst I have suggested specific 
areas that would benefit from further research, in the process of exploring the 
boundaries of how the doctorate can be defined, I have told a new story about the 
doctorate and in doing so, I have made an original contribution to existing knowledge 
in the field.
I closed chapter three with the words of Kellner (2000), who describes the 
postmodern adventure as requiring the production of new sketches therefore, I 
continue the theme to close this finished thesis. In order to illustrate the sense of 
sailing forth with only fragmentary and tom maps that I experienced as a doctoral 
student researching the doctorate, Rhedding-Jones (1997:203) speaks for me,
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I realise now that I wrote my thesis primarily for myself, and for people 
like me. Writing within the postmodern cannot easily communicate with 
modernism, where patterns are followed, outcomes are stated and frames 
contain knowledge. So the requirements for non-modem, post-positivist 
judgement are obviously difficult.... As a result, the research relates 
discursively and textually to the life I have lived.
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A5
95-96 Overseas Student Registrations
FLGLEVEL
Doctorate degree mainly by 
research  (Code 2)
FLGDOM3 2 Overseas
HESA Student July 1996 - POPDEC GENDER
FLGHSUBG Female Male Grand Total
Medicine and Dentistry 377 596 973
Subjects allied to medicine 350 418 768
Biological Sciences 882 1178 2060
Veterinary Science 36 100 136
Agriculture & related subjects 159 519 678
Physical Sciences 623 1729 2352
Mathematical Sciences 151 555 706
Computer Science 180 667 847
Engineering and Technology 556 3820 4376
Architecture, Building & Planning 95 277 372
Social, Economic & Political studies 950 1632 2582
Law 140 323 463
Business & Administrative Studies 325 964 1289
Librarianship & Information Science 75 83 158
Languages 877 768 1645
Humanities 534 931 1465
Creative Arts & Design 127 142 269
Education 359 388 747
Combined 31 40 71
Combined Cross Modular 54 157 211
Grand Total 6881 15287 22168
A6
96-97 Overseas Student Registrations
F QUALAIM
Doctorate degree mainly by 
research.(Code 02)
HESA Student Data Return July 19 F GENDER
F_FLGNSUB2 Female Male Grand Total
Medicine and Dentistry 384 619 1003
subjects allied to medicine 365 408 773
Biological Sciences 925 1215 2140
Veterinary Science 32 97 129
Agriculture and related subjects 165 514 679
Physical Sciences 710 1737 2447
Mathematical/computer sciences 327 1203 1530
Engineering and technology 629 3811 4440
Architecture, building and planning 122 310 432
Social, economic and political studi 1015 1591 2606
Law 172 353 525
Business and Administration 367 1011 1378
Librarianship and Information Scien 73 85 158
Languages 1006 828 1834
Humanities 583 931 1514
Creative Arts and Design 149 141 290
Education 450 491 941
Combined 103 188 291
Grand Total 7577 15533 23110
A 7
97-98 Overseas Student Registrations
F QUALAIM
Doctorate degree mainly by 
research. (Code 02)
HESA Student Data Return July 1998 - POPDE F GENDER
F_FLGNSUB2 Female Male Grand Total
Medicine & Dentistry 413 639 1052
Subjects allied to medicine 378 410 788
Biological sciences 986 1156 2142
Veterinary sciences 37 79 116
Agriculture & related subjects 167 509 676
Physical sciences 783 1744 2527
Mathematics and Computer sciences 345 1234 1579
Engineering and Technology 683 3726 4409
Architecture, Building & Planning 140 316 456
Social, Economic and Political sciences 1100 1616 2716
Law 179 369 548
Business & Administrative sciences 430 1017 1447
Librarianship & Information sciences 83 89 172
Languages 1062 851 1913
History 639 1031 1670
Creative arts & Design 154 142 296
Education 510 525 1035
Combined 107 225 332
Grand Total 8196 15678 23874
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95/96 Overseas Student Awards
FLGQLEV
Doctorate degree mainly by 
research (Code 2)
FLG D O M 32 overseas 1
HESA Student July 1996 - POPHEMQ GENDER |
FLGNSUB2 Female Male Grand Total
Medicine and dentistry 81 121 202
Subjects allied to medicine 51 74 125
Biological Sciences 161 211 372
Veterinary science 6 16 22
Agriculture and related subjects 35 112 147
Physical sciences 111 324 435
Mathematical sciences 25 92 117
Computing science 18 99 117
Engineering and Technology 100 665 765
Architecture, Building and Planning 12 40 52
Social, economic and political studies 95 246 341
Law 7 63 70
Business and administrative studies 35 106 141
Librarianship and information science 7 11 18
Languages 95 95 190
Humanities 50 138 188
Creative arts and design 10 8 18
Education 45 43 88
Combined 10 27 37
Grand Total 954 2491 3445
A 12
96/97 Overseas Student Awards
Doctorate degree mainly by
F_FLGOBTN research (Code 02)
F FLGD OM 32 overseas
HESA Student Data Return July 1997 - POPHEM F GENDER
F_FLGNSUB2 Female Male Grand Total
Medicine and dentistry 81 143 224
Subjects allied to medicine 59 77 136
Biological sciences 155 228 383
Veterinary science 9 19 28
Agriculture and related subjects 34 106 140
Physical sciences 96 345 441
Mathematical science 27 106 133
Computing science 13 90 103
Engineering and technology 78 666 744
Architecture, building and planning 11 48 59
Social, economic and political studies 105 202 307
Law 20 54 74
Business and administrative studies 27 115 142
Librarianship and information science 7 9 16
Languages 97 93 190
Humanities 67 116 183
Creative arts and design 13 18 31
Education 36 63 99
Combined 11 25 36
Grand Total 946 2523 3469
A13
97/98 Overseas Student Awards
Doctorate degree mainly
F_FLGOBTN by research. (Code 02)
F FLG D O M 32 overseas
HESA Student Data Return July 1998 - POPHEMQ
F_GENDE
R
F_FLGNSUB2 Female Male Grand Total
Medicine and Dentistry 86 115 201
Subjects allied to medicine 62 80 142
Biological Sciences 148 230 378
Veterinary science 12 27 39
Agriculture and related subjects 44 146 190
Physical Sciences 107 359 466
Mathematical science 30 110 140
Computing science 24 85 109
Engineering and Technology 106 715 821
Architecture, Building and Planning 23 60 83
Social, Economic and Political Sciences 121 256 377
Law 17 51 68
Business and Administration Studies 46 128 174
Librarianship and Information Sciences 11 13 24
Languages 119 111 230
Humanities 74 172 246
Creative Arts and Design 8 15 23
Education 52 69 121
Combined 10 33 43
Grand Total 1100 2775 3875
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The degree hierarchy
Presently in the UK university higher education system, there four broad categories of 
degree. Firstly there is the Foundation degree, the title of which implies that it is a 
preparation for the Bachelors degree. However, Foundation degrees are vocationally 
focused and according to QAA (2002:10) academic knowledge and understanding 
will reinforce and support the development of vocational skills, relevant to the 
employment needs of students and their employers, with appropriate academic rigour. 
The Bachelors or first degree follows a taught curriculum completed within three to 
four years of full-time study or six years part-time. In certain circumstances 
Accredited Prior Learning usually shortened to as APEL, APL or LOFT (learning 
outside formal teaching), may be taken into account and an accelerated route of one or 
two years full or part-time study according to level of prior experience, is possible. 
During the final year of study students conduct an individual research project to 
complete an extended piece of writing or dissertation. However, at this stage the 
emphasis is on taught learning. Bachelors degrees are conferred according to a series 
of ‘classes’; First, Two-One, Two-Two and Third, traditionally written as I, II. 1, II.2 
and III. Until relatively recently a Bachelors level degree was awarded either as a BA 
- Bachelor of Arts or a BSc - Bachelor of Science. However, there appears to be a 
trend towards increasing the range of titles as is already occurring at postgraduate 
levels.
The third category of degree is the Masters, termed a post-graduate degree as 
generally the possession of a Bachelor’s degree class I or IL 1 is the required entry 
qualification. In the UK a Masters degrees may be completed as a taught course over 
one or two years full-time dependent upon discipline, or two to four years part-time 
respectively. The requirements of a taught Masters degree also include an element of 
individual research and the presentation of a dissertation which in the region of thirty 
thousand words tends to be longer than that required of a Bachelors degree which is 
usually ten to fifteen thousand words in length. Whereas Bachelors degrees in the 
Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences tend to be less vocationally orientated then 
those offered in the life sciences or technological fields, this distinction becomes less 
clear at the level of Masters courses, many of which now include some form of 
professional qualification. At the level of Masters it is also possible to be awarded a
A 26
degree solely on the basis of individual research, generally a research student is 
registered for two to three years of full-time study, or three to four years of part-time 
study. The successful completion of an MPhil is acceptance of a thesis which 
typically is, “between 60,000 and 70,000 words and should embody the results o f a 
well designed research programme or consist o f an ordered and critical exposition o f 
existing knowledge in a well-defined fie ld”. Currently however, there exists some 
controversy regarding the range and variety of research based Masters degrees and 
their nomenclature. A recent study, Boumer et al (1999:271) found that ‘twenty five 
distinct awards for Masters by research were offered by English universities’. A table 
listing these titles is included on the following page. It would appear that the move 
away from the traditional title MPhil reflects the growing numbers of professional and 
practice based research degrees.
The next ‘level’ in the degree hierarchy, is the doctorate. This degree is awarded 
primarily after an extended period of self-directed study and research, culminating in 
a written thesis in the region of ninety thousand words. Generally a doctoral candidate 
is registered for three years of full-time study or five years of part-time study. The 
requirements of a PhD thesis are greater than those of an MPhil as can be seen in the 
following exemplar regulations which state that the thesis should, “form a distinct 
contribution to the current knowledge o f the subject. The thesis should also show 
evidence o f a systematic study o f the subject, originality shown by the exercise o f  
independent critical power and should be worthy o f publication in complete or 
abridged form ”. The requirements of a PhD thesis over and above those of MPhil 
comprise the concept of originality and the notion that the work should be open to the 
public scrutiny. A further requirement of the PhD is the viva voce or ‘public’ defence 
of the thesis. As with Masters level degrees by research there has been a proliferation 
in titles at doctoral level (see appendix page 29 for the table listing the range of titles).
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Diagram of overlapping spheres of influence
Critical perspective 
traditionally associated with 
Chicago School but 
roots from Weber
Post-structuralism with two 
Critical theorists, 
Foucault and Bourdieu
Symbolic Interactionism, 
roots from Weber. 
Person, time 
and place
Pragmatic
and
Interpretive
Foucauldian archaeology 
method of diagnosing 
the present context and 
analysis of narratives 
as form of , 
discourse analysis
Ethnography and case study 
with life history as 
temporality and 
representation
Narrative as analysis and 
representation of 
the individual, 
temporality and 
context
Fieldwork details
One of the principle aims of qualitative research is that the methods used should be 
open and accessible to other researchers. However, in a case study the need for a clear 
account of the process is not only desirable but also essential. Therefore the details of 
how I conducted my fieldwork are presented here under the following sections.
• Selecting my institutions
• Contacting individual contributors with letters of introduction, a brief 
overview of my research and consent forms
• Returning of transcriptions and initial analysis of accounts for further 
comment and confirmation of the authenticity & trustworthiness of my 
representation of them.
The process of selecting my two universities
This study, which examines the relationship between higher education policy and the 
experiences of its end-users, is aimed at giving voice to individual student’s 
experiences and expectations. However, the experiences and expectations of students 
must also be examined in the context of the educational ‘opportunities’ available to 
them, and this suggested the necessity of a quantitative consideration of contemporary 
postgraduate provision. Whilst it is claimed that the introduction of the Individualised 
Student Record (ISR) has enabled a much clearer picture of the higher education 
system as a whole to be developed, it should be acknowledged that for the individual 
researcher wishing to conduct analyses of participation, the form in which HESA data 
is publicly presented is not user-friendly. Data in the format I personally required was 
provided by HESA and is presented on pages 3-14 of this appendix for it clearly 
demonstrates how overlooking differences in participation at doctoral level by age and 
subject is problematic.
In my selection process I considered whether the choice of universities should be 
made on the basis of similarities or differences at institutional level, senate level or 
departmental level. The question regarding at what level to make my selection is 
examined below and to a certain extent the decision was determined by my 
Tocatedness’ as a researcher and the issues the study aims to explore.
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Departmental level considerations
The student participants were to be drawn from doctoral candidates therefore to 
maintain internal consistency it was necessary to invite students from the same broad 
field (Education): to a certain extent this therefore limited the range of potential
institutions where this would be found.
Senate level considerations
Within individual institutions the corporate strategies decided upon at senate level 
may directly influence participation rates I therefore also considered that it may be 
useful to consider differences between the structure of the university’s hierarchy, 
whether an institution with a pre-1992 ‘traditional’ Senate or a post-1992 institution 
with an executive style Directorate.
Institutional level
At present HESA do not make readily available, data on institutional level 
registrations by mature doctoral candidates however, annual undergraduate figures 
produced by UCAS are available in this format. Therefore the decision was made to 
utilise figures available for participation by first degree entrants in attempting to 
identify suitable institutions. There is growing recognition that for mature
undergraduate students the choice of institution is in many cases determined by
geographical ease of access and it is hypothesised that this constraint remains 
applicable for entrants to higher degree programmes.
The UCAS university league tables published by THES in 1999 were obtained in the 
form of Excel spreadsheets and examined to identify comparable institutions. The 
tables report on various criteria but for this research Table T2a: Participation of under­
represented groups in higher education by mature full-time undergraduate entrants 
was used. By examining the performance indicator for percentage of entrants with 
‘No previous higher education and from low participating neighbourhoods’, a 
relatively low % participation rate was chosen and 8 institutions with similar 
participation rates were identified. However, 4 institutions began to stand out as 
potential institutions to include in this study due to similarity of their recorded size of
A 32
the indicator for under-representation. Of the four possible institutions with similar 
undergraduate participation ratings two universities, Older University and Newer 
University B also had a similar overall percentage of mature entrants.
My final decision was based upon these three elements however, working within the 
time and financial constraints of a PhD the further need to consider geographical 
location of institutions was also included and this finally confirmed my selection of 
Older University and Newer University. One had university status pre-1992 and the 
other only post-1992. Neither have a female Vice Chancellor.
How I sought permission to conduct my research.
In discussions with my Supervisor and Director of Research I was advised that Ethics 
Committee approval would not be necessary but that permission from the Vice 
Chancellor/Senior Executive would be more suitable as I was wishing to include them 
in my study. This was not a short-cut to avoid a lengthy Ethics Committee 
Application as we considered that a personal approach fitted more comfortably with 
my research. The first contact at each university was made by my supervisor at senate 
level however, from this point onwards I personally made initial contact with all 
participants. The following page contains an example of an invitation letter as sent to 
students.
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Sample introductory letter
As explained in Professor ****’s letter, this study forms my doctoral research. This 
letter is to invite you to participate in my study and to explain very briefly what this 
would entail.
I will be conducting interviews with academics, members of senate and doctoral 
students at two different universities. As a student participant I would like to meet 
with you for about one hour. During this time Fd like to learn from you about your 
previous educational experiences, how and why you came to decide upon doctoral 
study at this university and then looking to the future, how you expect or hope that 
gaining a doctorate may or may not influence your ‘life’.
The interviews will be loosely structured around the questions posed above. My 
intention is that interviews will be a narrative account in the form of a 
personal/educational biography. With your permission I should like to tape record our 
meeting. The tape recordings will be transcribed (by myself) and copies then returned 
to you along with my initial analysis of common themes and/or experiences that 
appear to be emerging. Upon agreement by you that the transcription is a valid 
account of our meeting all electronic and paper records will be coded to ensure 
anonymity. I shall be the only individual with access to the codes.
In order to maintain anonymity, within the thesis participants will be referred to by 
generic grouping for instance, a doctoral student... an academic or where applicable a 
male doctoral student... a female doctoral student. This letter is my formal guarantee 
of complete anonymity and confidentiality. Transcriptions are to be returned to you 
for your validation and the right of any participant to insist that part or all of their 
contribution should not be included, will be respected. To give you a clearer idea of 
my research, even though I’m sure you already have more than enough reading, I 
have enclosed an outline of my research.
If you are willing to participate, please complete the attached consent form and return 
it in the enclosed SAE. I shall then contact you to arrange an interview at a time and 
place suitable for you. And finally, whilst your participation in my study is of great 
importance to me, in reflecting upon your decision to undertake doctoral study I hope 
that it may also be of benefit to you.
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Research outline
This is a study examining the educational routes taken into doctoral level studies by 
mature entrants and their expectations regarding education, training and future 
employment. This will be a predominantly qualitative study aimed at giving voice to 
individual student’s experiences and expectations. Gender and personal identity issues 
surrounding student’s perceptions both within academe and wider society will be 
explored. However, the experiences and expectations of students will also be 
examined in the context of the educational ‘experiences’ available to them. To enable 
a comparative analysis between the policy agendas of academic managers and 
students’ perceptions, academics at various levels are being invited to contribute their 
voice.
Context of study
At present the role of higher education and by implication the future form of the PhD 
is under much discussion. National educational policies provide strategic direction 
and whilst some academics may feel that institutional autonomy has been eroded, 
individual institutions as represented by their academic profiles, remain 
heterogeneous. Subsequently the meanings and interpretations of policies may be 
perceived and interpreted differently by individual institutions. Whilst members of the 
senate may not be directly involved with operational Doctoral policy and practice, the 
ethos of an institution is to a certain extent influenced by the approach of the senate. 
Therefore, whilst the practice of academic managers may influence student’s 
perceptions, the views of academics could be considered as having been influenced by 
the organizational ethos. By inviting senior academics to participate in this study, a 
methodological aim is to give expression to these individual voices in the same 
manner that individual expression is being offered to students.
Basic research design
Case study of doctoral students in Education at University X. For comparative 
purposes, participants from a further university will be invited to join this study and 
University Y has been identified. Qualitative research to be based upon tape recorded 
and transcribed interviews at each institution with:
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• Doctoral students
• Research Director
• Head of Department/School
• Pro-Vice Chancellor (with responsibility for research) or equivalent
• Vice Chancellor or equivalent
The issues will be explored theoretically within the discourses of, the sociology of 
education and gender and power relations. Empirically, the issues will be examined 
through analysis of student's personal education histories and personal interviews with 
academics whose positions of authority within the academe impact upon student's 
opinions. The focus at this stage of the research is as provided above. However, it is 
intended to use an iterative approach in the data/narrative analysis and therefore the 
final focus or direction of the study will depend upon the issues that evolve through 
the interview process.
Anonymity and confidentiality
It is recognized that the success of this study rests upon maintaining a guarantee of 
complete anonymity and confidentiality and this is formally offered. The 
methodology applied to this study derives from a feminist/post-structuralist belief that 
narratives are contextually constructed. Analysis of narrative therefore looks for 
connections between events and therefore necessitates examination from different 
perspectives. Although within this study each university is a specific context, the 
individual identity of any university is not relevant. Within the thesis participants will 
be referred to according to their generic grouping, doctoral students... senior 
academics... etc. To safeguard the confidentiality of any opinions expressed during 
interviews, the transcriptions and initial analyses of interviews are to be returned to 
participants for their comments. Further analysis and writing up will then be 
dependent upon the participants' responses to initial interpretations. The guarantee of 
confidentiality will therefore be based upon the participant's agreement as to how their 
contributions have been interpreted. Further, the right of any participant to insist that 
any or all of their contribution should not be included will be respected.
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For discussion with academics
A methodological aim of this study is to facilitate personal narrative and therefore a 
semi-structured open-ended interview format is being used. The question being asked 
in academic interviews is, what does a doctorate mean to you? As a guide prior to 
interviews, the changing nature of higher education and the role of the doctorate are 
used as sensitising concepts.
For discussion with students
Student interviews will utilize a life history approach that focuses on previous 
education histories plus hopes and expectations for the future.
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UniS
CONSENT FORM
Knowledge leading where? A study examining the educational 
experiences and expectations of mature doctoral candidates.
Please tick and initial each statem ent tha t you support. 
The outline of this study has been explained to me
My contribution as a participant has been explained
I am willing to participate in the study
I may be contacted as indicated below:
Name:............... .............................................
Email: ..........................................................
Telephone: .............................................
By post:............ .............................................
Signed
(Please return this form to Sue Rowley in the supplied SAE)
For further information or in reply to invitation, I may also be contacted via email at: 
suerowley@....
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Interview schedule used with first strategic level academic.
Can I ask you whether you think the PhD has changed over recent years
At a very broad, macro sort of level, what do you see as the universities’ mission, not 
specifically this university but the ‘idea’ of the university, in terms of the type of 
education it promotes?
What are your feelings about the autonomy of the university in response to increasing 
external pressures for the measurement and control of Quality and Standards. (QAA 
and RAE)
Following on from the previous question, but focusing on the PhD, how do you see 
issues of Quality and Standards influencing the PhD process, of it having relevance or 
being fit for purpose?.... in terms of research and the ‘pursuit of knowledge’
In an age where the globalisation and commodification of education are live 
discourses or ‘hot topics’ I can understand the need for universities to compete for 
International students and to develop research with an International focus but what 
I ’m particularly interested in, is in examining how much the universities can attend 
to, or even recognise, the educational and developmental needs of the individual 
student during their doctoral studies?
Can you remember what gaining your PhD meant to you personally?
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Outline for student’s educational histories
I was keen to permit students to determine their own frames of reference and therefore 
in my meetings with students the intention was to keep the format loosely structured 
around the following questions
• Can you tell me about your educational history, starting where you feel it 
is important to start, whether that’s at a school or post-compulsory level?
• Why did you choose to study for a doctorate as opposed to following some 
other programme of study?
• What did you expect for the doctoral process,
• And finally in a chronological sense, what do you imagine for your life 
after the doctorate?
• A further question that was asked directly if  it did not arise unprompted, 
and it’s timing during the interview varied according to the ways in which 
individual students presented their narratives, was the question, can you 
talk to me a little bit about knowledge and how you feel that as an 
individual are contributing to knowledge?
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Sample reply letter
February 7th 2001
Dear Paula
Thank you for meeting and talking about your decisions behind undertaking a PhD 
and as agreed, enclosed is the transcription. I have written brief notes in the margins 
and the highlighted text indicates the source of my comments. These are initial 
concepts for analysis but are included to demonstrate the way in which they contribute 
to my understanding of your educational biography. By returning the transcription and 
my notes to you, I am asking for your confirmation that firstly, this is an authentic 
record of our conversation and secondly but more importantly, that my headings do 
not mis-represent your perception of your experiences.
I apologise for attempting to condense a whole career and set of learning experiences 
into fourteen broad headings however, as I ’m sure you’ll appreciate, it is ‘necessary’ 
for the purpose. The initial themes that I have identified, taken from my notes on the 
transcription, are as follows;
• Contemporary HE context, credentialism, professionalism and RAE etc
• Different forms of knowledge and subsequently the different values attached
• Own personal context
• Self perception and perception of PhD knowledge
• Notions of the stereotypical student
• Challenge and opportunity
• Personal satisfaction of learning
• Connections between own professional role and study
• Expectations for the PhD
• The PhD process and outcome and the presence of the person
• High symbolic value placed upon the process and the outcome
• High value attached to autonomy and ideas surrounding the self-directed learner
• The process of generating the knowledge seen as more important than the outcome, 
or the validation of that knowledge. Links to ideas about the person more important 
than the paper qualification (like your young people)
• Practical issues around part time study
I quite appreciate that for everyone, time is at a premium and therefore if I do not hear 
back from you within one month I will interpret this to be your consent. If however 
you wish to discuss anything further, please do not hesitate to contact me.
Once again, thank you for making time to participate in my research.
Wishing you a successful and not too distant completion,
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Extract from transcription
Sue It was just some form of study and
that the fact that it was a PhD is as much as anything 
contextual?
Paula It was, totally. I ’m sure if  I hadn’t been 
working in the university I would have signed up for 
something else but it would have almost certainly 
been an MA or an MSc, but a Masters level 
programme in a different subject. Because that’s 
what I initially started looking at.
Sue Why though, why would you have
rather gone for that instead of a PhD?
Paula Umm, two reasons and I do know
why. One is because you can move completely 
outside your subject and that was a real attraction, I 
have to say. Because for years, I mean literally years 
and years. I’d been studying education part-time and 
so the idea of actually exploring in another area was 
very, very attractive. But also I just didn’t think I was 
PhD material. I mean I don’t see myself as an 
intellectual at all. And I’d very genuinely thought that 
I would not be able to work at that level.
Sue So have you found the experience of
it, what you thought it would be?
Paula No. Not at all (both laughed)
Sue Go on then tell me.
Paula Ooh, err
Sue Well talking as an academic, you are a
practising academic and yet you refer to lthat 
intellectual level 
Paula Yes
Sue So can you talk me through that a bit?
Paula Well, err ... I suppose I had a notion of the 
word academic or the word intellectual, having some 
sort of absolute meaning. I didn’t know what it was, 
but which I didn’t think related to me. And what I 
very much discovered is that, that’s absolute 
nonsense. You know, there isn’t something that says 
you know, this is intellectually very high level and 
that’s very low level, you can’t do that. And I still 
don’t know what the word intellectual means but it’s 
not a word I use anymore, whereas I would have 
done before. But what I have discovered, is that what 
a PhD does, is that it enables you to go into the level 
of detail that you just never would, in any other 
context. And it’s not about higher level thinking, 
although it might be, but it doesn’t have to be. It’s 
about really, teeny weeny, nitty gritty, it’s the 
analysis of all the variables instead of most of the 
variables.
My understanding.
Higher education 
as a defining context
Different forms of 
Knowledge and connection 
between study and 
professional context
Self perception and 
perceptions of PhD knowledge
Knowledge forms and 
values
The PhD process 
and the types of 
knowledge it 
generates
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Brief demographic details of academic participants
The role for academics referred to as having involvement with doctoral provision on a 
strategic level was at the level of membership of senate/directorate or head of school. 
The role for academics referred to as having involvement with doctoral provision at 
an operational level included responsibility for planning and implementing doctoral 
training programmes within the department and personal supervision of doctoral 
candidates.
Christopher is a professor in his sixties whose current involvement with doctoral 
provision is on a strategic level.
Graham is a professor in his fifties whose current involvement with doctoral provision 
is on a strategic level.
Ian is a professor in his fifties; his involvement with doctoral provision is on a 
strategic level.
Jack is a professor in his fifties; he has both strategic and operational level 
involvement with the doctoral programme at his university.
James is in his forties and is involved with doctoral provision on an operational level. 
John is in his fifties and is involved with doctoral provision on an operational level. 
Mary is a professor in her forties; she has both strategic and operational level 
involvement with doctoral provision at her university.
Simon is a professor in his fifties; his involvement with doctoral provision is on an 
operational level.
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Biographical details of student participants
Alan is in his fifties and is registered for an EdD on a part-time basis. He is a head of 
department at a university other than Older or Newer University. Although 
Alan’s field is not education his research is closely related to his professional 
practice as an academic. He left school after his A levels and now holds a 
large number of professional qualifications in addition to a Masters degree that 
he completed in 1995. Alan’s study is fully funded by his own university. He 
is married: he did not mention children.
Amy is in her forties and is registered for an MPhil/PhD on a part-time basis. She left 
school after A levels and came to England to commence teacher training. She 
completed a Master’s degree in the early 1990s. Amy lectures at one of the 
universities in this study. Her field of research is directly related to her 
professional practice. Amy has never married.
Betty is in her fifties and was registered for an EdD on a part-time basis; she has 
subsequently withdrawn from her studies for health reasons. She left school 
after A levels and continued straight on to university. Betty has a long list of 
qualifications in teaching and also her specialist subject and during the mid 
1990s completed a Masters degree. Her field of research is closely related to 
her specialist subject, which she teaches in FE and as a freelance trainer in 
industry. Betty was a self-funded student. She is married with an adult son.
Chaoyang is in her thirties and is registered for a PhD on a full-time basis. She 
completed her own country’s equivalent of A levels and entered higher 
education in order to gain teaching qualifications. Chaoyang’s field of research 
is directly related to her professional practice as a teacher. She receives some 
assistance towards tuition fees from the university where she is studying. 
Chaoyang lives with her husband and daughter.
Christine is in her fifties and is registered for an EdD on a part-time basis. She failed 
her eleven plus and left school at sixteen. From registering part-time for a 
degree in her mid-twenties she continued to study for a wide variety of
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professional and academic qualification before completing her Masters degree 
in the mid 1980s. She is a head of department at a university other than Older 
or Newer University. Her field of research is closely related to her professional 
practice as an academic but it is specific to her own field, not education. 
Christine has grown up children but lives alone.
David is in his forties and is registered for a PhD on a part-time basis. He passed his 
eleven plus but left school after O levels. However, he studied for his A levels 
as a mature student before going on to complete a Bachelors degree and then a 
Masters degree in Education. Although centrally located within the field of 
education his research is unrelated to his profession or his practice. David’s 
study is funded through a scholarship. His wife is also engaged in postgraduate 
level study and they have two children of school age.
Dusana is in her twenties and is registered for an MPhil/ PhD on a part-time basis. She 
came to England to study for her A levels and stayed on to complete a 
Bachelor’s degree and teaching qualifications. Dusana’s field of research is 
related to her specialist area of teaching. She is a self-funded student paying 
overseas fees. She shares her home with another postgraduate student.
Elsa is in her fifties and is registered for an EdD on a part-time basis. She left school 
at sixteen to commence professional training. Over the course of her career she 
has completed various teaching qualifications, a Bachelor’s degree and in the 
mid 1990s completed a Masters degree. Elsa works as a senior lecturer at one 
of the universities in this study. Her field of research is closely related to her 
professional practice as an academic but it is specific to her own professional 
field. Elsa has grown up children but lives alone.
Geoff is in his forties and is registered for an MPhil/PhD on a part-time basis. He left 
school before taking most of his O levels but has since built up his own 
business and recently completed a Masters degree. His field of research is 
learning in the corporate sector and as such his research feeds into his 
professional practice. Geoff is a self-funded student. He is married with two 
young children.
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Greg is in his forties and is registered for an EdD on a part-time basis. He is a senior 
lecturer at a university other than Older or Newer University. His field of 
research is closely related to his professional practice as an academic but it is 
specific to his own field, not education. He stayed on at school until eighteen 
and has a number of professionally related and academic qualifications 
including a Masters, which he completed two years before registering for a 
doctorate. Greg’s study is part-funded by his own department. He is married 
with teenage children and his wife is also engaged in postgraduate level study.
Hilary is in her forties and is registered for a PhD on a part-time basis. She left school 
after completing her A levels and continued straight onto a Bachelors degree. 
In addition to subsequently gaining teaching qualifications she completed a 
Masters degree in the late 1990s. Hilary works as a senior lecturer at one of 
the universities visited. Her field of research is directly related to her 
professional practice. Being a staff member Hilary’s fees are waived. She lives 
with her husband.
Irini is in her twenties and is registered for a PhD on a full-time basis. Since coming 
to England she has completed both Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees. Her field 
of research is related to a policy issue in her home country. Irini’s parents are 
paying her fees.
Jackie is in her fifties and is registered for an EdD on a part-time basis. She left school 
at sixteen in order to commence professional training. During the 1990s Jackie 
completed both Bachelors and Master’s degrees. Her field of research is 
directly related to her professional practice. Jackie lives with her teenage 
children.
Jan is in her forties and is registered for an MPhil/PhD on a part-time basis. She left 
school after completing her A levels and then entered professional training. 
She subsequently gained teaching qualifications and in the early 1990s 
completed a Bachelor’s degree. Jan works as a senior lecturer at a university 
other than Older or Newer University. Her field of research is closely related
A 46
to her professional practice as an academic but it is specific to her own field, 
not education. Jan’s fees are paid by her home institution. She is married and 
has two school age children.
Janet is in her forties and is registered for an EdD on a full-time basis. She failed her 
eleven plus and left school at sixteen to commence professional training. She 
has a number of professional qualifications including teaching qualifications. 
Janet studied for a Bachelor’s degree in the early 1990s after which she 
continued with academic study by completing a Master’s degree in the late 
1990s. She lectures at one of the universities in this study. Her field of 
research is directly related to the teaching of her specific field, not education. 
Janet is married and has two teenage children.
Jessica is in her fifties and was registered for an EdD on a part-time basis; she has 
subsequently withdrawn from her studies for health reasons. She left school 
after completing her A levels and continued straight onto a Bachelors degree. 
In addition to subsequently gaining teaching qualifications she completed a 
Masters degree during the early 1990s. At the time of her interview Jessica 
worked as a senior lecturer at one of the universities in this study. Her field of 
research was directly related to the teaching of her specific field, not 
education. Jessica is married with grown up children.
Katrina is in her thirties and is registered for an MPhil/ PhD on a full-time basis. She 
left school after A levels and went straight on to gain teaching qualifications in 
her home country. Katrina completed a Bachelor’s degree and further teaching 
qualifications in the UK during the 1990s. Her field of research is related to 
her own specialist area. Katrina is in receipt of a studentship. She is married 
with teenage children.
Lani is in her fifties and is registered for a PhD on a part-time basis. She left school in 
her country of birth after her A levels and came to England specifically to 
begin professional training in her field. She holds a senior academic post 
holder at an institution other than Older or Newer University. She has both 
professional and academic qualifications up to and including a Masters. Her
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field of research is closely related to her practice as an academic. Lani is 
married with grown up children.
Lena is in her fifties and is registered for a PhD on a part-time basis. She left school 
after her A levels to commence professional training. At the end of the 1980s 
her career took a change in direction and she subsequently completed teaching 
and professional qualifications in line with this. In addition Lena has a 
Master’s degree that she completed shortly before commencing her doctoral 
studies. She lectures at one of the universities in this study. Her field of 
research is directly related to the teaching of her specific field, not education. 
Lena lives alone.
Liz is in her forties and is registered for a PhD on a full-time basis. She left school at 
sixteen to commence vocational training and did not return to education until 
the mid 1990s when she studied for a bachelor’s degree. Although centrally 
located within the field of education her research is unrelated to her own 
profession or practice. Liz is in receipt of a studentship and is married with 
two adult children.
Michelle is in her fifties and is registered for an EdD on a part-time basis. She left 
school after completing her A levels and continued straight onto a Bachelors 
degree. In addition to subsequently gaining teaching qualifications she 
completed a Masters degree in the late 1990s. Michelle works as a senior 
lecturer teaching specialist education. Her field of research is directly related 
to her field of practice. Michelle’s fees are paid by her home institution. She is 
married with two teenage children.
Paul is in his forties and is registered for an MPhil/PhD on a part-time basis. He is a 
head of department at a university other than Older or Newer University. 
Although Paul’s field is not education his research is closely related to his 
professional practice as an academic. After failing his eleven plus and leaving 
school at sixteen he now holds various teaching and professional qualifications 
in addition to a Masters degree that he completed in 1997. Paul is married with 
two young children.
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Paula is in her fifties and is registered for a PhD on a part-time basis. She left school 
at sixteen, but later gained A levels, teaching qualifications and a Bachelor’s 
degree. Paula completed a Masters degree in the late 1980s. Her field of 
research is directly related to her professional practice. Paula is married and 
her children are now adults.
Pete is in his fifties and is registered for an MPhil/PhD on a part-time basis. He has 
had more than one career and currently works on a self-employed basis. His 
field of research is closely related to his professional practice, which is in a 
specialist area of education and training. He has a variety of qualifications at 
higher education level and completed his Masters degree shortly before 
registering for a doctorate. Pete is a self-funded student. He is married with 
adult children and his wife is also engaged in postgraduate level study.
Ruta is in her forties and is registered for a PhD on a part-time basis. She left school at 
eighteen in order to commence professional training. She has various 
professionally related qualifications and in addition to her teaching 
qualifications has a Masters degree that she completed in the mid 1990s. She 
is a senior lecturer at a university other than Older or Newer University. Her 
field of research is closely related to her professional practice as an academic 
but it is specific to her own field, not education. Ruta has two thirds of her fees 
paid by her own institution. She lives alone.
Sally is in her forties and is registered for a PhD on a full-time basis. She left school 
after completing her A levels and continued straight onto a Bachelors degree. 
In addition to subsequently gaining teaching qualifications she completed a 
Masters degree in the late 1990s. Her field of research is a policy related issue. 
Sally is a self-funded student. She has never married.
Sean is in his thirties and is registered for a PhD on a full-time basis. After completing 
a Bachelor’s degree in his own country he came to the UK to study for a 
Master’s degree in the early 1990s. His field of research relates to a specific 
policy issue in his home country. Sean’s government is paying his fees.
A 49
Tracy is in her thirties and is registered for an MPhil/PhD on a part-time basis. She 
left school at sixteen to commence professional training and has several 
professionally related qualifications. She currently works as a professional 
trainer in her specialist field. Her field of research is closely related to her 
personal experience of this specialist subject. Tracy is a self-funded student 
who is married with a young daughter.
Wendy is in her forties and is registered for a PhD on a part-time basis. She left 
school at eighteen and went straight on to university to study for her first 
degree. She has various professionally related qualifications and in addition to 
her teaching qualifications, has a Masters degree that she completed in the mid 
1990s. Wendy holds a research post within one of the universities included in 
this study. Her field of study is closely related to her field of professional 
practice. Wendy is married with two children of school age.
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Excerpt from QAA (2001) document ‘Descriptor for qualifications at level HE5’ 
(Doctoral degrees)
Doctorates are awarded to students who have demonstrated:
i) the creation and interpretation of new knowledge, through original research, or 
other advanced scholarship, of a quality to satisfy peer review, extend the forefront of 
the discipline, and merit publication;
ii) a systematic acquisition and understanding of a substantial body of knowledge 
which is at the forefront of an academic discipline or area of professional practice;
iii) the general ability to conceptualise, design and implement a project for the 
generation of new knowledge, applications or understanding at the forefront of the 
discipline, and to adjust the project design in the light of unforeseen problems;
iv) a detailed understanding of applicable techniques for research and advanced 
academic enquiry.
Typically, holders of the qualification will be able to:
a) make informed judgements on complex issues in specialist fields, often in the 
absence of complete data, and be able to communicate their ideas and conclusions 
clearly and effectively to specialist and non-specialist audiences;
b) continue to undertake pure and/or applied research and development at an 
advanced level, contributing substantially to the development of new techniques, 
ideas, or approaches;
and will have:
c) the qualities and transferable skills necessary for employment requiring the exercise 
of personal responsibility and largely autonomous initiative in complex and 
unpredictable situations, in professional or equivalent environments.
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My critical review of this study, as referred to in final chapter.
The points considered are those I would have looked at if  reading this text as if 
written by another. However, whilst on some issues I am probably blind to my biases 
in other areas I am probably harsher in criticism than I might be of someone else’s 
work. Having acknowledged the fallibility of assuming that total objectivity would be 
possible, the following is my assessment utilising Silverman’s (2000:12) suggestions 
for evaluating qualitative research.
1) Does the abstract give the reader a clear idea o f what to expect in the text? Yes - 
the reader is presented with an ‘informative’ style of abstract which details purpose, 
methods and ‘findings’ of the study.
2) Is the connection to an existing body o f knowledge or theory clear? Yes and no -  
the author demonstrates familiarity and understanding of contemporary issues 
surrounding higher education and the doctorate. Similarly in a discursive sense the 
work makes connection with theoretical issues of an appropriate level however 
analysis of data and its linkages to theory could be stronger. In defence of this it is fair 
to comment that being such an eclectic field it was necessary to touch on a wide 
number of theories and that from a postmodern perspective it would have been 
inappropriate to attempt to try and link them up together in order to draw a big 
picture. In the chapter entitled ‘On theory’ the author discusses how they located 
different parts of stories with different theories and the argument in the text that the 
lack of definitive research in this area might actually be a reflection of the complexity 
of the issues involved is adequate.
3) Does the sensitivity o f the methods match the needs o f  the research question? -  
Yes being an interpretive, phenomenological, narrative based study the decision to 
reject more quantitative methods such as a survey or questionnaire in favour of 
interviews was appropriate. In addition the use of an open-ended interview format was 
relevant in the academic interviews whereas although well justified in the case of 
students the use of a biographical style of interview would have been unnecessary 
when speaking with academics.
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4) Are the methods o f research appropriate to the nature o f  the question being 
asked? - 1 began to address this query in my previous response but in having done so 
I have not conflated methodology with method. The author’s understanding of the 
difference between the two (that methods are tools and methodology is the manner in 
which you utilise them) is discussed in depth and four chapters are given over 
specifically to discussing and then illustrating these issues in practice. Understanding 
of the philosophical assumptions underpinning the chosen methods in combination 
with the sensitivity with which they were used is I think one of the strengths of this 
study. The author set out to promote the idea of research as praxis and succeeded in 
demonstrating this in her own work.
5) Are there clear accounts o f the criteria used for the selection o f cases fo r  study, 
and o f the data collection process? -  Sampling criteria and data collection are well 
detailed in chapters ‘The case of a bricoleur’ and ‘The tools of the bricoleur’ plus 
further details are available in appendix. ‘The case of a bricoleur’ discusses why a 
case study is suitable for theoretical sampling whereby the sample studied are said to 
be ‘naturally occurring’ and to a large extent this determined the size of sample. When 
considering this is a qualitative study, a sample size of 29 students plus 8 academics is 
quite adequate. Issues surrounding choice and number of institutions and what types 
of departments visited were adequately considered in the same two chapters and again 
further details are included in the appendix.
6) Was the data collection and record keeping systematic? Yes it would appear to be 
systematic and well documented in the appendix, along with appropriate description 
within chapters. The text is supported by a large number of references, which appear 
appropriate and accurate.
7) How systematic is the analysis? Is there adequate discussion o f how themes, 
concepts and categories were derived from the data? The author has stated that 
participants agreed upon initial analysis and the sample from a transcription, which is 
included in the appendix, is evidence of how ideas/issues were presented to 
participants from within the text of their transcribed interviews. Therefore evidence of
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the process used for generating ‘respondent validation’ is considered clear evidence of 
how themes were derived from the data. In addition in chapter ‘The tools of the 
bricoleur’ there is a good discussion of how the author describes and justifies ‘having 
a feel for the data’. The details in the appendix are in line with the aim of keeping the 
meaning making process as transparent as possible.
8) Is there adequate discussion o f the evidence fo r  and against the researcher’s 
arguments? - A sort of yes and no answer because her argument is well supported 
through reference to existing literature as are her choice of methods. Possibly the 
chapter ‘On identity and representation’ could have discussed alternative methods 
more fully. Unfortunately but in common with much published research we hear very 
little about data from the students’ stories which does not support her argument 
however, evidence of conflicting accounts in the data derived from the academic 
interviews is discussed.
9) Is a clear distinction made between the data and their interpretation? - In the 
bulk of the text yes but at other times no, quite the opposite, the two are juxtaposed 
and used almost interchangeably. In the chapter ‘Academics talk’ where academic’s 
perceptions are presented, the author permits them to speak as directly as possible, 
offering only minimal comment. It was interesting to see the use of verbatim extracts 
from student interviews which speak to illustrate points the author is discussing 
throughout the text and not simply confined to the ‘findings’ section. When 
introducing the exemplar tales the author acknowledges that some of the words are 
verbatim quotations whilst others are not, instead coming from her interpretation of 
the original accounts. If reading this elsewhere I am not sure whether I’d be excited or 
concerned, however one of the methodological objectives was to show how traditional 
perceptions surrounding the doctorate can be shown to be discursive constructions and 
that therefore justifies re-presenting students’ voices as yet a further narrative. The 
full-transcriptions included in the appendix are available for alternative 
analysis/interpretation of the interviews and this is useful.
10) Are any limitations o f the study clearly presented? - Yes and no. They are 
discussed in the final chapter plus elsewhere where they are included, they are 
presented as reflections upon process and its reporting in the text. However they are
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not discussed as limitations inherent within the ‘research design’ and how this might 
have influenced the fieldwork. I am not convinced this should be considered a 
weakness but as illustrative of the author deciding to prioritise her working through 
how best to overcome her apparent insecurity regarding asserting her authority over 
the text. For example in chapter ‘The tools of the bricoleur’, the author discusses the 
issue of strength of author’s signature. Whilst less emphasis on this aspect would not 
have detracted from the text, the author’s tension concerning researching and writing 
about a phenomenon that she is so closely involved with is understandable.
11) Is there evidence o f bias? Any emotive terms or intemperate language? - Yes 
there is bias but as commented above this is dealt with sensitively within the text and 
where emotive language is used it is appropriately used in order to convey emotion. 
One of the main concepts of this type of located enquiry is that the author’s bias 
should be made available to the reader and the author has explicitly acknowledged 
that whilst others may not necessarily share her perceptions, their influence over her 
meaning making as a situated author was a legitimate element of the study. Similarly 
when discussing the students’ stories the author highlights the importance she attaches 
to recognising that within the stories what is presented is each individuals own 
(idiographic) sense of reality. Again this is acceptable in ethnomethodological terms.
12) Are recommendations feasible? Responding to this query was difficult because the 
author is not making concrete or practical recommendations for action but has instead 
discussed how her work may have implications for policy makers - therefore judging 
whether recommendations are feasible is not really appropriate. Within nomothetic 
approaches the emphasis is on protocol and technique with the ‘validity’ or feasibility 
of a study being judged according to whether or not the methods used can be seen to 
have led to the recommendations, however in this idiographic study which the author 
states ‘aims for Verstehen’, there was no original question to be ‘proved’ or ‘refuted’ 
as the subject unfolded. The author claims to provide a detailed analysis of how the 
doctorate may be inscribed and clearly a wide range of issues were considered.
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Trafford and Leshem’s (2002) template for assessing a thesis.
Building on previous research (Winter et al, 2000; Denicolo and Boulter 2002) 
Trafford and Leshem (2002:33) devised a template of the assessment criteria that their 
study found that examiners used when assessing doctoral theses. They suggest that 
their template is not a DIY kit but a practical aid for students in order to demystify the 
doctoral process. It is included because I reflected upon and used the clusters of 
generic questions that they reported to form the basis of my critical self assessment of 
this thesis.
The 12 clusters of generic questions.
Cluster 1 : Opening questions -  Why did you choose this topic for your doctoral
study?
Cluster 2: Conceptualisation -  How did you arrive at your conceptual
framework?
Cluster 3: Research design -  How did you arrive at your research question?
Cluster 4: Research methodology -  How would you justify your choice of
methodology?
Cluster 5: Research methods -  Why did you decide to use XYZ as your main
instrument(s)?
Cluster 6: Sampling -  How did you select your respondents/materials?
Cluster 7 Conceptual conclusions -  How did you arrive at your conceptual
conclusions?
Cluster 8: Fundamentals -  How generalisable are your findings, and why?
Cluster 9: Contribution -  What is your contribution to knowledge?
Cluster 10: Being critical -  We would like you to criticise your thesis for us!
Cluster 11 : Returning to the beginning -  What are you going to do after you gain
your doctorate?
Cluster 12: And finally -  Is there anything else that you would like to tell us about
your thesis which you have not had the opportunity to tell us during the 
viva?
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Copies of original transcriptions
I have included one transcription of an academic interview and one transcription of a 
student’s story. Greater numbers of transcriptions were unnecessary, as I have 
provided examples of my data in the main body of the text. The student story included 
is the tale as told by a realist, Greg. I chose this story as a further example because the 
realist’s tale as told in the main body of the text is that of an overseas student. The 
academic transcription is a record of my conversation with Christopher, a strategic 
level academic. It was selected as an illustrative interview on the grounds that even 
very senior level academics clearly have views that do not necessarily meet with 
dominant ideas - all of the time. In four places, phrases have either been removed or 
paraphrased in order to protect not only Christopher’s identity but also that of his 
institution and indirectly the identities of other contributors.
Researcher Can I start off by asking you whether you think the PhD has changed 
over recent years ?
Christopher I think the PhD that I did in twenty, thirty years ago, all of the features 
of it are retained in the current PhDs that I’m familiar with here in the university. The 
big change that has come about, the two big changes, one are the taught doctorates 
which I don’t think we equate with, to the previous PhD and the, certainly the 
doctorates that are introduced in, say engineering where they are supervised jointly 
with industry and by academe and where again, they work on a subject which is of 
direct interest to the industry by whom they are employed that has been a change. It’s 
not the same as a PhD but it does another task, and many employers consider it to be 
probably even more useful. I ’m not sure that it is and I probably shouldn’t say that 
but...
Researcher (laughed) Going on from there, this idea that the research has to link 
with industry and employment looking at it from the perspective of the university 
actually can I ask you whatyowr opinion is of the mission of the university ? 
Christopher Oh the mission of the university, well it’s twofold I mean it is to impart 
knowledge and to generate knowledge they are the two key functions and there is 
another one which has been introduced in recent years and that is to help drive the 
economy and grow the economy. But we’re basically, the core mission of the 
university is teaching and learning on one side and research on the other.
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Researcher And this ‘thing’ about meeting with the economy, how do you feel 
about that?
Christopher I feel very comfortable, I feel very comfortable, I think our hour has 
come! Because we are absolutely central to the knowledge economy which is the 
new economy which we’re now all part of and universities are imparters and 
generators of knowledge so we’re central to the economy, it’s estimated for example 
in the case of this university, we contribute £X per annum to the local economy. 
Researcher A huge amount!
Christopher It’s enormous. So in knowledge transfer, technology transfer we have a 
central role. Increasingly acknowledged by industry but very clearly understood by 
government
Researcher Mmmm. And this thing about government and the relationship the 
university has with it, it comes, well to a novice to the situation, it appears that 
increasingly this government wishes to sort of monitor and regulate more than 
anything else. We’ve had increased QAA and all these kinds of things which impact 
on the university, how does that affect the autonomy of the university and its 
relationship with mmm?
Christopher To a large extent, without first of all attributing the QAA and so on to 
this government it’s not, it was started under the previous government. There is no 
doubt in my mind that there is an increasing intrusion into the autonomy of 
universities by government; for the very simple reason that he who pays the piper 
calls the tune and in so far that the financing of universities, the unit financing of 
students and so on the unit of resource has been systematically reduced over the, for 
many years now. In the name of efficiency gains, so called, and no doubt indeed 
universities have become a lot more efficient than they had been in the past because of 
them being managed as businesses they have become more efficient. Increasingly the 
money which is available to universities, which the universities eagerly seek, at every 
opportunity, to increase their funding, are driving political policies, government 
policies. So for example, the present government will give special funding for, to 
drive their inclusiveness policy, to drive their widening participation and reaching 
government set goals of 50% participation in Higher Education, Government goals to 
recruit overseas students and so on. And so a lot of the money is actually related to 
particular policies, government policies and is subject to competition and so 
universities have to compete with each other. My worry also is of course that, the
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funding policy we have in place has driven the universities towards convergence, of 
mission, which cannot possibly be good for the country’s interest. What we need is 
diversity and the government already recognises that and is now trying to reverse 
what’s already been done, well again we can’t attribute it all to government. We, 
universities, report to HEFCE which in the case of England and Wales, is the Higher 
Education Funding Council, which is at arm’s length from the government, they are 
the custodians of public money, which is given to them by government and which in 
turn they pass on to universities depending on formulaic approach. And increasingly, 
an increasing proportion of the total amount available is bid based and so universities 
are having to compete with one and other so this is another characteristic. The 
universities are competing with each other and again that has many advantages in 
terms of sharpening efficiency and standards but unfortunately it also has a downside 
and that is... some collaboration it has to be said, has a lot to be said for it, you can 
gain a lot by... for example neighbouring universities competing in a shrinking 
market with similar products doesn’t make any sense. There has to be new ways of 
seeking collaboration and to do that effectively we need to remove, the mechanisms 
which prevent us from collaborating 
Researcher Which are?
Christopher Well there are lots of mechanisms, for, if  I have to justify to my 
counsel that this university can stand alone as an independent university any loss of 
autonomy is seen as conceding something or other whereas with the RAE and all the 
other measures that are used for performance mitigate against people collaborating 
Why should a very strong university collaborate with a very weak university might be 
the question that’s asked and there are all sorts of mechanisms in the way which 
prevent us doing that and that has to be a problem which is tackled and so on, to 
encourage collaboration. I don’t mind competition on a more macro scale.
Researcher Healthy competition ?
Christopher Yes but where it becomes destructive and not in the national interest 
then we should eliminate things that get in our way of collaborating, gaining critical 
mass and doing in the end of the day what we’re expected to do, to service our 
customers which are the students.
Researcher You say about customers being the students, do you see the customer 
as the student?
Christopher Yes very much the student is the customer !
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Researcher What about businesses ?
Christopher Well yes, there are lots of stakeholders yes, but my primary customers 
are my students, these are the people for whom we have to provide a service for, 
which benefits them and indirectly benefits the economy and the nation.
Researcher Mmm and going back more specifically to the PhD, talking about 
competition and everything, I don’t know yet, how the PhD fits in this big picture, I 
haven’t been able to think this through to myself but, the PhD is quite a unique type of 
Christopher A PhD, well what a PhD does for one is first of all help them to 
confront problems, analyse them and solve them. And it also does a lot for the person 
themself, oneself, it increases confidence, it increases your analytical skills. In may 
ways it makes you a much more rounded person. There are difficult personal 
problems you have to come to grips with in the time you have available, it can be a 
very lonely experience because you know at the end of the day you will only be 
awarded a PhD if there is evidence that you have contributed something new. 
However modest it may be but it is original and you are capable of original thought, 
that you’re capable of taking on a problem which probably you know very little about 
if anything at the beginning, analysing it, thinking about it rationally. About what the 
methodology should be, that you’re competent to take knowledge, to dissect it and be 
able to take what is useful and shed the things that are irrelevant, that you can work 
your way through a morass of information and get the essential data that you seek. 
Use that then in a constructive and creative way to come to, to add to knowledge. 
Basically come up with a solution which is rational, defensible and is a clear 
contribution, that has come from within you.
Researcher That’s for the individual, the student, but what is the role of the PhD 
for the university?
Christopher The role of the PhD for the university, is that it is helping it in its 
mission to create knowledge, its research mission, a lot of people think the real 
contributors to research are the professors and so on and of course they do, but most 
research is done by young PhD students and research assistants and although of 
course Professors and Readers and other scholars contribute the real, the major 
contribution, is made by the young researchers themselves, who have been trained and 
who have been counselled and who are being directed by experienced researchers 
who’ve already done research and know that they have the ability and confidence to 
produce new material and new thoughts and new ideas or to present information in a
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new way which contributes to knowledge generally. And somebody who is doing, 
who has done that and is capable of supervising other students helps them to bring all 
these positive characteristics and positive creative talent out of them. And they are the 
sort of people that are needed, and are very important in pushing back the boundaries 
of knowledge, in whatever discipline they’re working; so they’re making their mark 
and contributing to the sum total of human knowledge.
Researcher It’s good to hear you speak so positively about it because in a lot of 
what you read in journals, there seems to be more emphasis on performativity, that 
people have got to study something that will have practical use and the emphasis is on 
the use rather than the knowledge 
Christopher Yes
Researcher This is my sort o f .. .fear?
Christopher Well, yes all knowledge can be put to some use, sometime!
Researcher Yes (both laughed)
Christopher I mean you may be researching in a field that you’re way beyond, well 
way ahead of your time and some people don’t or cannot see what the use is. I mean 
there’s a pretty good analogy between scientists and engineers, most scientists are 
seeking knowledge for knowledge’s sake and most engineers are identifying 
knowledge and seeking new knowledge and using it 
Researcher Application?
Christopher Yes in it’s application. But you can have engineers who are working at 
a fundamental level rather than applied and you can have scientists who are working 
on an applied level rather than you know at a pure level, fundamental level. This 
university here has a special mission to put the emphasis on application of research 
and the creation of research or if you like research which is directly useful in the short 
to medium term and hopefully the long term as well. So if  you like we have, a mission 
or a vision, that we cover the whole spectrum of research from blue skies, 
fundamental research right through to applied research and we make no apology for it 
because that’s part of the mission of the university.
Researcher That it should be a research culture ?
Christopher Mmm, it’s a research culture and that informs the teaching and the 
learning and the whole ethos of the university and it’s that which attracts our 
academic staff into this university because they know it’s a research led university, 
aiming to be world class. It’s world class already in some areas and with the potential
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to be world class in others and those in which we are not world class and we don’t 
have the potential, we won’t foster.
Researcher So what about the smaller departments here, will they one day fall by 
the wayside?
Christopher Certainly not, they’re not measured by quantity, it’s measured by 
quality!
Researcher No, you know, I mean some of the lower profile departments. 
Christopher I think if people are pursuing, I mean we have got a common vision 
here, which is set out in our mission statement and we aim to be international, world 
class in what it is we do here. So of course from little acorns you know, great oak 
trees are created, grow and so on. We have to start somewhere but areas that have 
perhaps gone by their sell by date and still have shown no potential for doing it then... 
our strategy here would be to divert attention to more useful and hopeful areas. I mean 
you can’t have a fixed state, the world is changing and all the grounds around us are 
changing so rapidly that we have to be very quick on our feet. And we’ve got to 
recognise you know, when we’re going up a blind alley and turn back quickly and try 
and get back on to the route which gives us the way forward to our vision. And I think 
we have a clear view about that. Of course it’s not easy for people to recognise very 
often, or to accept that what they’re doing is really, is really played out or probably is 
not being done at the right level for us to achieve that and that’s where management 
comes in. They’ve got to step in and make sure that you know, resources are focused 
and used more efficiently in pursuit of the vision.
Researcher This ‘thing’ about management, I know it’s very important that the 
university is efficient and that resources are used well, but you were just saying about 
the knowledge society and how culture is changing, is it that knowledge is changing, 
what counts as knowledge, who defines what counts as knowledge, or is it how we 
value that knowledge ?
Christopher I mean, knowledge is expanding all the time, certainly depending on 
whose eyes are focused on the question! If you’re an industrialist you will be 
impatient with some types of knowledge and say it’s irrelevant and make value 
judgements about what is relevant and what is not and I think that’s called the 
market! (Both laughed). If you’re on the research assessment panel, where you’re 
assessing your colleagues, even there the views of the panels will be different on 
different panels and at any different time and they will take a different view about the
A 62
relative importance of or value attached to applied knowledge versus pure knowledge, 
fundamental research rather and make a value judgement on that. And if it’s, as it’s 
increasingly becoming, inter-disciplinary and multidisciplinary, then very often you 
know, they have, there is not even the capacity there, in a relatively small group to, 
unless they’re properly constituted, to be able make value judgements. Because their 
knowledge is limited to one tiny aspect of the knowledge which has been created or 
their expertise is limited to one area. And that’s probably one of the biggest problems 
we have in the RAE, how to properly assess the growing quantity of inter-disciplinary 
and multidisciplinary research. You know, where you have humanists and sociologists 
and psychologists and educationalists working alongside electronic engineers, 
biochemists and so on, who are tackling a problem, how do you make a value 
judgement? And they’re often not easy. Very often industry can see the value, because 
they put a financial figure on it and say ‘yes that’s exactly what it is we want’! 
Researcher But should knowledge be measured in financial terms ?
Christopher No, not, I, well, that’s a difficult philosophical question and the 
answer, the obvious answer is no. But at the end of the day, if this, to take an example, 
if this university were purely turning out information on some esoteric aspect of 
religious philosophy or whatever and there is no market., you’d just go broke, it’s as 
simple as that. It’s no good, for example, a university saying ‘we’re the cleverest 
people in the world the best performers but by the way we’re just about to go broke’, 
nor is it any use to anybody to say Took we’re terrific at making money but the 
knowledge and what we do is of very poor value’. So it’s going between those two 
areas and the emphasis has to be primarily on our core activities, on our raisin d’etre, 
which as I say, is to produce and disseminate knowledge. One hopes, that you will be 
practical, we live in a practical world. If you read Cardinal Newman’s “Idea of a 
University”, he understood that it had to be relevant to the society in which you are 
living, and useful. He didn’t demur from, people think that what Newman was saying 
was knowledge for knowledge sake, but he was a little bit more pragmatic than that. 
Researcher Mmm yes. The PhD, when you were talking about knowledge being 
useful...
Christopher Very often to be perfectly honest and to put a different slant on it, what 
you’ve done and the value of what it is you’ve contributed, is probably the least 
important thing. The most important thing is how you’ve been trained, you’ve trained 
yourself and how you’ve disciplined yourself. If I go back to my own experience of a
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PhD, my capacity for tackling problems about which I knew nothing and my 
willingness to tackle problems and my confidence in knowing that I could actually 
come to a useful and practical solution to problems was enhanced by an order of 
magnitude, or two, over the position before hand. So when I went out to work people 
said to me ‘do this’, I ’d never done it before or ‘find out, you know, why this doesn’t 
work’. I was only too eager to get stuck in, first of all to find out what data already 
exists on it and then where I saw there was no data, having a crack at filling it in 
myself and coming to some practical solution, that is, in the context of my own field. 
So it, it probably, the most useful aspect of a PhD as I said, was the personal 
experience of the person undertaking it. I mean you can have things go wrong and you 
can’t do it alone, if  you can do it alone then why bother coming to the university in 
the first place, some people do of course, but you do benefit and need, in most cases, 
the advice and experience of the people who’ve actually been there, done that and got 
the PhD
Researcher Definitely. I mean for me one of the greatest personal bits is my 
supervision.
Christopher Yes, yes,
Researcher The exchange of ideas and...
Christopher Well the challenging, the asking of questions and you know ‘how do 
you think you could extrapolate that’ and so and so, they are challenging questions 
which make you think again.
Researcher That’s right
Christopher ... and to go back, I mean if my experience was anything to go by, one 
becomes obsessed by the problem (both laughed) and you know, you eat, sleep and 
drink it and you think your way through it. And at the end, the usual feeling you’re 
left with at the end of a PhD is ‘gosh I wish I could start again because I ’d do it rather 
differently this time’! But that’s you know, in many ways an illusion because, well 
first of all you’re not going to get another chance but you do get the chance to do 
other things. And the whole experience, hopefully, has been a life enhancing one and 
it’s a good thing to have done, it makes you better able to tackle problems, in fact I 
personally thinks it makes you better able to tackle life.
Researcher It is, or well I  think, it is the personal growth as well as the growth of 
knowledge.
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Christopher Exactly, I would agree, yes I would agree with that. And probably as I 
say, it’s that experience that’s more important in the end... and more useful to not 
only the individual but the community in which they operate and the society in which 
they operate, than the actual outcome of their PhD.
Researcher Yes. it’s produced a better person for the benefit of society. When you 
did your PhD what was it like, how excited were you when you finished?
Christopher When I was finished I was very pleased, it was a tremendous feeling of 
satisfaction. Because you always, well I was, always plagued by self doubt. About 
you know, will other people think this is good ? I was fairly confident that you know, 
what I’d done was useful and of good standard, but I wasn’t sure what my colleagues 
thought, were thinking. And I also, I have supervised 45 PhD students to completion, 
in my time so I think I ’m fairly familiar with all the aspects of it. I notice this writers 
block is a fairly familiar thing, where young people at the start, not necessarily young, 
mature people who are doing it, are unwilling to expose their first efforts to criticism, 
in case it’s so way short of the mark that they get a degree of criticism that will crush 
them. And I’ve seen people of exceptional talent not finish their PhD because, well 
for that very reason. And I would, well in the cases with which I ’m familiar, say that 
was due to poor supervision. You know the quicker you get the student to start 
sharing with the supervisor the fruits of their labours, even if it’s only the initial 
report, the better. Because you build up a good relationship, you jump in at the deep 
end basically and then you’ve got to swim and if  you’re not able to take criticism you 
know, constructive criticism, then you’ve got a problem.
Researcher Yes, and coming from that, when I ’ve spoken to the students, one of 
the very strong feelings that comes across is this legitimation of self through the 
writing, the fear of doing it, but having done it, you’ve been up for criticism and it’s 
accepted and your, your thoughts are valid and that’s a very strong thing that’s 
coming through the students.
Christopher Mmm, the biggest thing I had was people who were extremely 
numerate and clever, with very high A levels and so on, but couldn’t appear to put 
their thoughts down on paper, properly and were acutely aware of it and acutely 
embarrassed by it. But you know a few sessions with red marks all over it (both 
laughed) was sufficiently traumatic, you know for them to get up to speed, relatively 
quickly! The other thing, is the certain rigour and discipline to writing accurately and 
expressing yourself accurately in an unambiguous way in a PhD dissertation. That
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takes time to acquire and it’s you might say, it’s almost anti-creative... you can’t give 
free  expression to unsubstantiated thoughts within the discipline of a normal PhD 
that’s not possible. Maybe you can do in the Arts or Literature side but certainly you 
can’t do that in the sciences and engineering side
Researcher In my taught course, we’ve had assignments that have to be handed in 
and that’s been very good practice and I mean, I presume, in quite a lot of 
programmes here, there is a taught element, basic research training?
Christopher Yes. I didn’t come through that route myself but I think it’s a jolly 
good thing to have a taught element to a degree. I’m increasingly convinced that 
there’s a lot to be said for it, certainly it’s the American practice and has been for a 
long time. We in this university tend to have you know research methodology courses 
acquainting potential PhD students with the disciplines and rigour and knowledge 
associated with the library, literature research and so on and I think that’s a wholly 
good thing, it cuts out a lot of abortive attempts and early stumbling steps.
Researcher Can I ask one last very quick question?
Christopher Sure
Researcher About the PhD, it produces whole people, let’s hope, but it also 
produces specialists, specialists in their field; now I understand that in the Sciences 
you must be... well you can’t have a biologist doing a chemist’s work but when it 
comes to for instance the social sciences and things if you’re a specialist and your 
PhD says I’m a specialist, a few years ago you might have worked in the university, 
now you don’t, what is it that the PhD gives to the employers, how do employers see 
the non-specific ?
Christopher Oh well, I think that the elements I referred to already, or the features I 
referred to already; a maturity of intellect and thought and ability to, as I say, face the 
unknown and get your way through and come out the other side. So people on the 
whole, my experience is, that you throw difficult problems, the one’s that most people 
can’t solve, at PhD graduates and they are willing, you know and confident to have a 
go. And generally, they are successful that was my experience, irrespective of your 
specialism. I would say that would be equally true of a PhD in the social sciences as a 
PhD in nuclear science.. .it’s that training 
Researcher So the PhD then is a unique experience?
Christopher Yes I think it is and that is, fundamentally because you’re thrown back 
on your own resources. I mean it’s a very lonely existence at times you get crises of
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confidence and think this is going nowhere and I don’t think I ’m capable of doing 
this.
Researcher Yes! (both laughed)
Christopher But if you get through it successfully and put yourself up for peer 
examination and review, as I say that is a really enhancing experience and on your 
skill set and on your character and on your ability, you know to face difficult 
situations to think alternatively. You know you’re thrown back on your resources so 
often during the course of a PhD that it’s not a new experience for you to be 
challenged. And on the whole, I ’ve not done the research, lots of other people have, 
but I think you’d find that people with PhDs in general, do better than people who 
haven’t. But I may be wrong on that because there will be some PhDs who are so 
fascinated by their own specialism that they go looking in ever increasing depth at a 
single and maybe tiny or relatively tiny subject but there are other specialists who go 
on and get a Nobel prize and do great things. But in general I think your 
employability is enhanced and I certainly if I were looking at people for a particular 
position, well in the university I’d almost certainly insist on it, but even in the 
companies I’m associated with, I’m Chairman of several companies or on the Boards 
of companies, people with PhDs you take a special look at, I mean some of them, I 
mean I’m not saying that the PhD guarantees you’re going to be an excellent 
employee. In fact one of things the PhD can do to people is make them so confident, 
to an extent, that they may have neglected other parts of the skill set that they need, 
that they’re rather difficult to, manage and employ. Particularly if they become, as I 
hope one wouldn’t, arrogant and overconfident and treat in turn the people they 
interact with, in a way that you know, is not going to ensure a successful career for 
them.
Researcher Mmm, so do you think there is a future for the PhD, the PhD rather 
than say the DEng or ?
Christopher I think you’ll see an increasing element of, taught element within 
PhDs. To put together the experiences so that you can get off to a better start. I don’t 
see the PhD disappearing off the map, I certainly do not. It may even be called a 
different thing but the sort of experience that I went through and that my students 
went through I know from the very success of their careers that was a very beneficial 
process. I mean I have, I don’t know, if I think back to the forty five, although I ’ve 
never done the analysis, but most of them are in very senior positions most, well many
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of them are professors in the university sector many more are in senior positions in 
industry and in commerce and very few and I mean I keep contact with quite a lot of 
them, very few would say ‘well that was a waste of time’.
Researcher That’s good to know! Thank you, very much
Christopher Not at all. I don’t know if that was the right thing, if  it was what you 
wanted to hear, but well you led the...
Researcher Whatever you say is fine (both laughed). Thank you.
Christopher Well I hope it helps you on your PhD...
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Transcription of a Realist’s Tale: as told by Greg.
(The text contains the tale as told by Chaoyang)
Sue Right
Greg Okay is it going?
Sue Yes it’s going.
Greg I’m Greg and I’m 43.
Sue Thank you and can you also tell me your professional field.
Greg My professional field, do I have a professional field? Well I suppose, by
profession I was a radiographer but I think now by profession, I am an academic. And 
an academic interested in information technology in education and how that all winds 
in to the delivery of courses, predominantly at HE level, okay. Particularly 
undergraduate and Masters level. Umm, education history, probably worth starting at 
junior school umm, unremarkable, apart from the fact that I had a very low reading 
age. In fact I couldn’t read until I was ten, when I was taken under the wing of 
someone who thought I wasn’t stupid and we found books that were useful to me. 
And in fact the first book that I read was the autobiography of Sir Frank Whittle 
which is called Jet. Much, much more interesting than Janet and John (both laughed) I 
never saw the point of that. Anyway having said that, took off but always quite poor 
because of the English. And umm, I went to secondary school, where they had a 
problem because I was in the top stream for physics, chemistry, biology, maths and 
right down in the bottom for English. In fact I was in the ESN group for English, with 
a very, very good teacher. Umm, and as a result of that I managed at the end of my 
secondary education I got, eventually 14, CSEs of which 8 were at grade 1, although 
it took me three goes at English, (laughed) That was a slight problem. Umm, then did 
A levels, I did three A levels, in Chemistry, Physics and Maths. But I dropped out of 
Maths after a year because I was advised to spend time on the English and I was back 
in the English group learning the English bit. And doing English work as well as 
doing the 2 A levels. So anyway, I finally got my A’s, not particularly luminous 
grades but the deputy head said that, as long as they could read it I would pass. And I 
got a sneaky suspicion that it was more on the English construction rather than on the 
actual content. I mean the process wasn’t much good but the content was there. Umm, 
decided to apply for a job in the Ministry of Defence, in their missiles division, got 
the interview and got offered the job. And on the way back to school afterwards, it
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was a sixth form in a school rather than a sixth form college idea, which I think was 
probably quite common in those days.
Sue mmm
Greg But it’s quite rare now. On the way back to school, I saw this thing about 
radiography and I thought, ‘oh that looks interesting’ and was duly hooked. I applied 
to the Central Middlesex, the Middlesex and St George’s. I got accepted by all three 
of them but the Middlesex wanted me to wait a year because they were already full. 
And the differentiate between St George’s and The Middlesex, was that St George’s 
offered me accommodation for 3 years for £10 a month, which was very good in the 
70s. Umm, so I went to St George’s, again umm, passed all the first year exams, all 
written exams, all rote learning very little self-directed learning, very little wide 
ranging techniques of education. Passed all of those and won the prize for coming top 
in everything. Umm in fact I would have won two prizes but they’d never given two 
prizes. I won the Anatomy prize and the Physics prize and no-one had ever got that 
for Physics. However, I blotted my copybook because the next year I failed, the 
technique exam, which was a three hour exam, by 5%, very irritating but there we go. 
I spent the intervening six months, which was the gap between the years, in doing 
neuro work and in fact I worked on the first CT scanner, the pre-production model. 
Sue mmm
Greg And I met Houndsfield once, umm, Sir Geoffrey Houndsfield as he is now. 
And worked quite closely with Jamie Ambrose the radiologist, so got to know a lot 
about neurology. In fact I always say that I learnt most of my radiography in those six 
months. It sort of concentrated the mind, I re-took the exam and passed, I actually got 
95% I was told, which was quite gratifying. Umm, went into clinical practice and 
worked for 2 years and then decided I needed to stimulate the old brain. So, I did what 
was called the Higher Diploma of the College of Radiographers. Which was a 
massive exam, a real, well you simply wouldn’t have it now, but the assessment for 
this was six three hour papers over two days. And a forty five minute viva on any 
subject that the viva examiners so chose. Umm, and I got spiral tomography of the 
inner ear. The pass rate was 2% and I was one of the two percent who passed 
everything in that year. So I felt somewhat vindicated for my previous failures.
Sue Very proud I should think.
Greg Well, yes, yes in fact the superintendent lost money, because he bet that I 
wouldn’t pass, (both laughed) You could fail parts and then spend years failing all the
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elements and re-doing elements and things. Umm, then I got a senior post in the 
London Chest Hospital where I worked in cardiac and they had one of the first, in this 
country, dynamic digital imaging systems, which is a computer IT thing.
Sue Like those coloured pictures?
Greg No, this was a bit more, well it looked at ventricular wall, cardiac movement 
looking for hypo and hyper kinesia. You know people who had had heart attacks who 
you see if the heart beats properly they are, well it’s not relevant to this but anyway, I 
did that for umm, I suppose three years. So, I’d actually done seven years clinical and 
I’ve actually been teaching for longer than that. And at that point, when I was at the 
London Chest, I went to, applied to St George’s again. Which had actually moved 
from Hyde Park Comer down to Tooting, to become a student teacher. I fancied 
having a go at teaching, well I did my student teaching and I qualified at that.
Sue Was that at the same time as working?
Greg Oh yes, well first of all you had to get the recognised teaching qualification 
like the Cert. Ed or something like that. I got the FATC the City and Guilds 730 or 
whatever, anyway I got that. We had to produce a project, I did an information 
technology based project which was using an expert system to teach the bony 
anatomy of the skull, which is quite important for radiographers, and quite difficult to 
learn so I wrote that programme. And I sat, the three hour examination, which of 
course the College of Radiographers are very keen on, on school administration, 
which was all these things which one has to know and various scenarios like, a 
student comes to you saying she’s pregnant and all these sorts of things and what can 
I do about it, and I passed that first time. Umm, then they made me a teacher and 
pretty soon after that a senior teacher and then the deputy principle. And GG who you 
know was in the school at the same time as well, umm, while I was doing the student 
teacher umm, training I still didn’t feel that it stretched me enough so I did a degree in 
Maths and Physics in Sciences with the OU 
Sue At the same time?
Greg Yes, which I found relaxing (Sue laughed) I find maths relaxing, I don’t read, 
well I don’t read novels. Well some science fiction, Terry Pratchett, a bit of Douglas 
Adams but you know the rest of it, no! (Sue laughed) Gabriella Chevalier’s, Cloche 
Merle and umm, George and Weedon Grace Smith the Diary of Nobody, yep. I like 
those, those are my literary tastes, they are very narrow. But, I ’m quite happy to read 
a book, a text on Maths, I like that sort of thing. Umm, we then were taken over by
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(Named) Polytechnic, as it was then, and got into developing degrees which of course 
is a whole paradigm shift in the way that you educated.
Sue mmm
Greg We in fact wrote a post-qualification, not post-graduate because the 
radiographers weren’t graduates then, but a post qualification degree BSc Hons. And 
then we wrote an undergraduate programme. Umm, in fact we wrote four 
undergraduate programmes because the NHS couldn’t decide what it wanted to do. So 
I ’d had a lot of experience of things like aims and objectives, which of course became 
aims and learning outcomes, then we had the indicative syllabus and texts and we 
were putting things on the web. And over that period of time it became apparent to 
me, that again I needed to do something. And so I did an MSc in Health Sciences, at 
St. George’s Hospital Medical School. Which has stood me in very good stead both 
for the content but also the people that I met.
Sue mmm
Greg Because we didn’t know that we were going to go back into the medical 
school, we thought that it was ne’er darken our doorstep again kind of thing (laughed) 
and blow me in eighteen months there was, a sort of marriage was arranged. In the 
school of radiography at (work), by that time it was (work) University, I was taken on 
as a lecturer, was promoted to senior lecturer and was the course director for the 
undergraduate diagnostic entry programme. And also learned an awful lot about 
network computers and computing and I seemed to have the knack of dealing with 
things, perhaps it was just me from the Maths point of view. You didn’t mind sitting 
on the committees, in fact I quite enjoyed sitting on the committees and the more you 
sat on the committees, the more you learn and the more you learn the better you 
become at it. And so my job split about two years ago half on radiography and half for 
IT. Umm, about a year ago it was mooted that we would be in a university putting a 
teaching and learning committee together and this was a result of the Bearing Report, 
which I’m sure you’ve heard of. And it was mooted that I would be the, one of, the 
education technology co-ordinators. If not the leader of the unit. I didn’t want to be 
the leader of the unit because the leader of the unit gave up teaching and I didn’t want 
that. And at the same time I was thinking that it’s quite a good idea if  I started to think 
about another qualification. And I was thinking about, funnily enough, doing an MSc 
in Radiation Physics, at Brunei, which is right up my street. Umm, but, I found out 
about the PhD that was here but basically of course, because of (my wife), umm and I
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got the information and I read it and I thought well this is going to be quite useful. 
Because if I’m moving, as I think I am, or I have now, into IT delivery of education, 
there’s got to be a way of assessing that. For health care courses, where of course our 
students are geographically remote, as you know they go to (the local hospital).
Sue mmm
Greg How do they cope, what happens to them? do we waive them bye-bye like 
evacuee children? and send them a letter every six months or... we don’t visit them so 
is that enough? Do they need some sort of contact? And why not use the IT to do that? 
especially in their homes as well. So I thought, broadly speaking there was that, and 
the other thing that I got involved in was the breast diagnosis course. Which is quite a 
novel thing. So that again is a course which teaches doctors who aren’t primarily 
radiologists or breast surgeons, how to do the radiology of the breast surgeons job. 
Apart from the actual cutting bit because of course the surgeon does the diagnosis. 
The problem is, in breast screening there is so much, so many normals that the 
surgeons can’t get round to dealing with the sheer weight of the ones that are dubious. 
So the idea is to screen out all the normals, and put through all the positives but 
obviously you get a few that you miss either way and you have to minimise those 
because you cause a lot of stress if you bring women back and they are clear. And 
they then don’t tend to come back for their next time and of course if  you get it 
wrong, and they develop it, that’s also a problem. So that’s an interesting course, 
we’re actually widening this up for radiographers. And therefore the PhD research, 
which was going to be about breast diagnosis, from a technical viewpoint I have 
almost discounted now. In fact, I will be seeing my supervisor this afternoon to say 
I’ve changed it, the field now. You know, I can’t do anything. As for reasons as to 
why I chose to do an EdD rather than a PhD, it’s simple logistics. The two institutions 
that I work for and the faculty that I work for are extremely good when it comes to 
funding. My entire course fees are met for the entire course. And I ’m funded to do 
other bits and bobs and if I need bits of software or access they will be provided. 
What they cannot provide is the time.
Sue Yes.
Greg Now other people have got it in other ways but it is the time factor, therefore 
to do the Ed Doctorate at 50,000 words rather than 80,000 words is a better option for 
me. I think I would like to have done, with all other things being equal, the Ph. with 
its broader spread of things. But I’m a realist and a pragmatist. The other thing is the
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problem with English, I think 30,000 words if you can avoid writing them is pretty 
useful. But having said that, since I ’ve started, the difference it’s made to the way that 
I deal with my MSc and undergraduate students is quite incredible.
Sue mmm
Greg It’s absolutely amazing, just to open their eyes, the extra bits on the 
quantitative. I mean I know we have this laugh about quantitative and qualitative. But 
I’ve never actually done a quantitative piece of research. All the research I’ve done 
has been qualitative.
Sue mmm
Greg But I’ve got this label as being quantitative because I, I think I understand, I 
do the number thing you know? (Laughed) and it’s actually very interesting because I 
think that a lot of qualitative researchers are worried about people who are interested 
in qualitative but also have a knowledge of quantitative. Because they feel very 
threatened, I think. That’s just a personal discourse of course, but I think it’s true.
Sue Maybe.
Greg People think if you’re quantitative, people show me something and think I’m 
going to come down on the Maths or, well sometimes I do, but sometimes, I think the 
most important thing I ’ve heard here is that there is no such thing as quantitative and 
qualitative. That there are mixtures.
Sue mmm
Greg And what I try to do is to help people to look and say if you use Maths here 
that’s quite okay because it will add to your argument and you can see the groups 
here.
Sue mmm
Greg This stuff, pure qualitative will explain the why’s whereas the quant will give 
you, will quantify it, give it some mathematical component on it, to say well this has 
rigour, this is what happens and this is why it happens. To try and get that out of a 
narrative, well. Umm, which for the good of me, not my students, this has probably 
been the most important thing I ’ve done on the research training course.
Sue mmm
Greg In fact probably more important than the dissertation itself. Which you see, I 
see as being pretty mechanistic. Once you’ve chosen the subject and the topic area the 
reading around becomes umm, quite straightforward. The analysis becomes quite
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straightforward, whatever paradigm you’re going to do. That’s really just the icing on 
the cake. The important thing is the first year.
Sue mmm
Greg It’s learning the research methods and I think there should have been more 
assessment in research methods.
Sue mmm. But what about the time factor ?
Greg The time factor is, well do you mean ?
Sue The time factor for you if there were more assessments.
Greg Well you might have to go for different sort of research degrees. Whose to 
say, that writing, doing a piece of original research in one paradigm actually teaches 
you about research?
Sue Quite
Greg And does it allow you to then teach research to others? And I would submit 
that no it doesn’t (laughed) Umm, I’ve seen lots of people who’ve done excellent 
pieces of PhD work and they publish papers left right and centre but they can’t 
manage a research student. Because the research students, because they don’t know, 
come up with all sorts of things that they, the person who is supposed to be 
supervising them won’t know.
Sue mmm
Greg Whereas I think, that because I’ve done this course, and obviously doing the 
EdD where you have the taught or semi-taught components as well that, that will 
actually aid my ability to teach. Which is another reason to do the EdD.
Sue Yes. So is it umm, well there are a couple of issues here. One it’s the PhD 
training rather than the finished object 
Greg Yep
Sue And then also there’s the thing about umm, it seems to me, that what you’re 
expressing as getting from it, is help in your own practice. So can you talk a little 
about these?
Greg Right, well helping with my professional practice. My professional practice is 
quite wide. The written component will help in the assessing, well I hope will come 
up with a way of assessing students using IT at a distance. So that’s the content sort of 
thing. The process component will help me supervise other students and also because 
I run research in the school of radiography I supervise, supervisors.
Sue mmm, yep
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Greg And so therefore when they come to me, I had a situation yesterday, where 
there was somebody who has more expertise than I do in a particular field and I put 
them together with somebody who didn’t have expertise and this person was trying to 
get out of doing the supervision at all. And I took the view that, at undergraduate level 
it’s good to be able to work in either paradigm. To a certain extent. You know, it’s 
good. You know if we say we’re going to be a research driven, evaluated practice and 
whatever you call it, clinical governance, does it work? has there been rigorous work 
to show that it sticking it in here does work or not? And a lot of medicine basically 
doesn’t. That would be useful for my practice. It will also if I ’m perfectly honest, be 
useful for my self esteem. Because if you have those magic letters after your name, 
for probably the wrong reasons, people listen to you. (laughed)
Sue mmm
Greg You know it has that sort of kudos to it.
Sue mmm. So do you think professionally it will help you? I mean I know you said 
it has status and so people will listen but will it actually help you career wise?
Greg Well, career development, umm, now that I don’t know. There are two sorts of 
sides to this as I see it. The first thing is that I’m already a principle lecturer and I 
haven’t got a PhD which is highly unusual in (my university) and unheard of in 
London. So that sort of gives a tension to actually get something that gives you, you 
know the same sort of kudos, status as your colleagues. Umm, the other thing is that I 
think that if I get this then I will be very well positioned to go off in either institution, 
or some other institution in developing their programmes for education development. 
I think that there has been too much focus on research and the RAE, and everybody 
yeh? The QAA is a joke, having been there for a QAA and written papers and all the 
rest of it and seen what’s happening to the school of education, going through a QAA 
and talking to my other colleagues about the QAA. I think it’s right that we will be 
judged on the quality of our teaching more and more, and we will be pressed, forced, 
encouraged to use more technology as our students become more technically literate. I 
mean when I did my MSc in ‘93, they taught us a little bit about how to search 
Medline but spent a lot of time talking about how to do it manually. I ’ve never ever 
searched a Bibliographic database manually.
Sue No (both laughed)
Greg And the other thing of course, is the web. I mean my children have both got 
their own web sites. They both use email, as well as games. They do their homework
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on the computer. The computer is a tool to them, it is not a special thing. And as 
successive intakes come through universities there will be those, and obviously the 
prices will fall, there will be more and more students who have PCs and they will 
expect high quality teaching, high quality materials because they want a good output. 
Sue mmm
Greg But more and more they are paying for it, not through their taxes in years to 
come but they are paying right now. £1024 a year.
Sue mmm
Greg And that’s only going to increase. And umm, when I was a student my grant, I 
got a full grant because my father was made redundant two weeks before he filled the 
grant form in and he didn’t know about this. His company just went completely bust 
in the 70s, he was in building 
Sue mmm
Greg Umm, so I got a full grant for the two years. By the time he filled it in for the 
next year, he hadn’t actually earned enough because it wasn’t the complete year. But I 
got £2300 per year and I paid £120 a year in rent which included light and my bed 
linen cleaned every fortnight and cleaning of my flat, but not my room. In fact we 
employed a Philippino maid (both laughed) Well the hospital was full of Philippine 
maids who obviously wanted to earn a bit extra and for a fiver or tenner a week, or 
was it a fiver each between the four of us, I can’t remember. But we paid and she did 
all our personal washing, the whole thing and kept the flat clean. And she was very 
happy and we were extremely happy, so it was an amicable arrangement. (Both 
laughed). Umm, but nowadays people getting that amount of grant, that is what they 
are living on, poor sods and look at how prices have gone up.
Sue Exactly
Greg I mean they pay £45, £55 a week 
Sue If not more
Greg mmm. So there is a difference in that students who’ve got to pay are going to 
be far more discerning in where they come.
Sue And saying about that, do you pay your fees?
Greg No
Sue But would you have paid?
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Greg I would have paid some of them yeh. I mean there is a financial implication 
obviously, with you know two children at a teenage level but yeh I would have paid, a 
good proportion. I was expecting to pay a third.
Sue mmm. And you would have been happy had you not been funded, would you 
have considered it still?
Greg Possibly not on the same basis. There are PhDs that are cheaper and you can 
do them in sections, not as good I’m sure and if  you look at what you get for your 
money, this is extremely good. Lots of contact, lots of support, lots of information. I 
mean there are problems, the room is grotty and some people winge and moan but 
then some people moan and winge whatever. And I mean some of the criticism which 
has been levelled against the course team is I think unfair. But having said that, I think 
most important, most reasonable people most of the time would find that this PhD 
offers good value for money.
Sue mmm
Greg In terms of the support that you get.
Sue And was that quite important to you in terms of your decision, that there was 
this support?
Greg It was good that it was focused, in that I saw modules that I could do and 
things that I could dip in and dip out of, the flexibility of it. And having spoken to the 
Director of Research before I applied, at great length about the problem and the 
reading and the writing before hand it was yeh, okay. It was important to feel that this 
is an inclusive thing.
Sue yep
Greg Umm, I’m still not sure if it is a good idea that my wife and I are both doing it 
(laughed) and that my boss is also doing it.
Sue Gosh! I suppose I should ask you about this.
Greg Well the reason was, she found out about it, well she said that they ran it, 
because she works here at the University, so she said that they ran it and I said what 
can you find out? I got the information, she looked at it and said ‘oh isn’t that good’ 
and then of course in order to get the finance to do it and the study time and stuff I 
had to show it to my boss, who said ‘oh this is good isn’t it?’ (Sue laughed)
Sue It is kind of weirdl
Greg Yes, and so upshot of it all was that all three of us are actually on the course. 
Sue And does that make it, a kind of practical thing, in a work situation, it’s okay?
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Greg Oh with Alan it’s fine, I mean Alan and I, we’ve gone back years. Well, I 
actually worked at (Named hospital) for 6 months longer than he did, he’s been 
qualified as a radiographer teacher I think 9 months longer than I have so, it’s a long 
time. I mean we’ve been together since 88/89 so 11 or 12 years. So of course that’s no 
problem.
Sue What about physically, fitting in time at home because you’ve both got heavy 
work and study commitments? Is that difficult or is it something that just gets sorted 
out?
Greg No it is a tension, you know when we both want the PC but then I can re­
organise my work so I can do some EdD at work and try and trade that off against 
some work I can do at home 
Sue mmm
Greg Umm, and the other thing is, because my wife and I both work in sort of, 
effectively a line, I drive to ‘my work’ and then normally my wife takes the car on to 
her workplace and then picks me up again later. So I’m normally at work early and 
then stay late. So there is time to do that. And therefore when my wife needs her time 
she can go off and do something while I help the kids with their homework or do the 
housework or whatever.
Sue It’s actually quite funny I’ve been asking students about physically coping, 
time priorities and all that and I find that quite a lot of them have actually got partners 
studying as well.
Greg mmm
Sue It’s weird so possibly there’s something about one partner studying, like you 
were saying, you know,
Greg I think it’s a mindset. It hasn’t unfortunately rubbed off on the children! I think 
it’s beginning to.
Sue How old are they, teenage?
Greg Well the oldest will be 16 at Christmas and the youngest will be 13 in March. 
So the youngest one is just coming up to teenage and the oldest one is firmly into 
‘Kevin’ (Sue laughed)
Sue Oh poor you 
Greg ‘It’s not fair’,
Sue (laughed at impression) Sorry but they only get worse if  my daughters were 
anything to go by!
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Greg Yeh, yeh I understand that about girls but boys apparently start to get better at 
16, girls just get bad until they are 23.
Sue I’ve got one who is 24 and still manages to drive me mad.
Greg mmm
Sue Umm, we’ve really talked about the background to your decision, but would 
you say it was mainly a professional decision. I know that you said that for you as a 
person
Greg No, I think that it is mainly a personal decision, the validation.
Sue For you?
Greg Yes, for me as a person.
Sue Go on tell me about that.
Greg Well because, you know when you are in a situation where you are always 
derided because of you’re linguistic or English ability, not in conversation, but for, 
well I think it’s nice that I will end up with a doctorate in education, which I find 
mildly amusing. And as I say I’ve got an offbeat sense of humour. But I think that it is 
important to me to do it, because I don’t have to do it professionally, because I ’ve got 
where I need, where I could go professionally without it. And I’ve no doubt that it 
would be as bit more difficult to move because I wouldn’t have the kudos and the 
status but I ’ve no doubt, big headed sod that I am, that I could progress, a bit further, 
Sue mmm
Greg Without it. So I don’t see it as vital, other people might think that it is vital 
professionally but I’m not totally convinced.
Sue And in that case, if you think it’s a validation of self, in what way, is it just the 
title or is it just the end product, that gives you the pleasure or whatever you get from 
it or is there something about the process, the study and?
Greg The process gives you some of the validation, the ability to say this is the way 
or this is not the way, this is accurate whatever.
Sue mmm
Greg Umm, but I think that at the end of the day if you can say that you, if  you work 
in higher education and want to be able to function at that level, to be able to say that 
you have got an example of all the levels that are set, is a way of validating you, as a 
pedagogue if you like.
Sue mmm. Will you use the title professionally?
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Greg I will not have any choice. Because as soon as I get it, all my business cards 
will be re-printed, in the phone directory I will be down as having it. Umm, there will 
be a bit of a song and dance at the university (own place of employment) people will 
be told repeatedly for at least six months, this has happened to other people who have 
got their PhDs and things. So I won’t have the choice not to use it 
Sue mmm
Greg I think there is a case to say that you shouldn’t use it. You should just put your 
qualifications you know Greg X and whatever at the end, rather than saying Dr. But, 
on the other hand, you know a lot of people actually expect you to use it because they 
say from an institutional point of view, ‘we want to show everybody that our 
institution has, the very best examples of teachers and whatevers and if we have got 
someone who has got that we want to make the best of it’, because the things like the 
QAA, those things are important and they are important status wise.
Sue mmm. And have you got parents still,
Greg mmm, yep
Sue Do you think it’ll be important to them?
Greg Massively. I mean my mother was nearly overcome when I got my Masters 
degree.
Sue mmm
Greg Oh yeh I mean they will be, well if  I didn’t get it, you know if  something 
happened and I didn’t get it they wouldn’t say that they were disappointed, you know 
ne’er darken my doorstep again sort of thing (Sue laughed) but if  I did get it they 
would be as pleased as punch.
Sue mmm. And how firm a resolve do you have, do you expect to complete?
Greg Oh yeh. I don’t do things I don’t finish. And that is a sort of belligerence (both 
laughed) which manifests itself in my youngest son, who is dyspraxic, perhaps I was 
dyspraxic I don’t know. They thought that I was dyslexic although no-one ever found 
out whether I was dyslexic . But my youngest son is dyspraxic and he has a 
determination which equals, and in some cases can exceed my own. He went to 
Scouts and they told him to sit down and fold his arms until he was in a better mood 
(Sue laughed) And he sat down and the Arcala sat down with him and then two and a 
quarter hours later he lightened up a bit. I often sort of describe my son and I think 
that I ’m also beginning to describe myself particularly when I say that my son 
ploughs his own furrow. If everybody is going in that direction he will go like that,
A 81
(gestured a veering off with arm), just for the sheer hell of it to see what happens and I 
can see bits of me when I was small in that. So I am actually quite determined and I 
normally get what I want in the end.
Sue mmm
Greg Because I’ve had to because if I didn’t really fight for things I wouldn’t have 
got anywhere.
Sue mmm. When you say fighting for things, you said you went to university and 
your parent backed you, not financially but 
Greg Well I didn’t go to university
Sue No, sorry, to radiography school. Umm, was there a sense of struggling 
through each stage or was it that opportunities arose and...
Greg No I think you, well certainly when I went to the school of radiography that 
was fine and as I say there was no financial problem at all, my mother used to do my 
washing and give me some food to take up to town, because they didn’t have food in 
London! Umm, so yes there was a sense of that but yes you did have to, I put myself 
out whereas other people used to go along to the lectures and right the notes down, I 
actually bought the books and I read the books. And I asked the questions and when 
the engineers came and they had the backs off the machines, I went and stuck my nose 
in and said ‘what’s that, what does this do?’.
Sue mmm
Greg ‘How does this work?’ and you’d be surprised how much you can learn just by 
talking with the engineers. Because nobody used to talk with them, all they’d say was 
‘it doesn’t work’. But if  you could have a discussion where you talked to them one to 
one, it was ‘well this doesn’t work because the KV is too high here or I ’m seeing this, 
and in fact the monitor is telling me this, so could it be this or this’ and they would 
say ‘oh well we can do this and this’.
Sue So is that related to having an active engagement with your learning or having 
a practical...
Greg I think it’s an active engagement with learning. But then having an active 
engagement with learning is being practical.
Sue mmm but did one have a greater emphasis?
Greg Probably active engagement with learning. Which of course manifests itself in 
being, you know, going off and doing the extra bit of reading, going along to see an 
example of this that or the other anyway. Going off to the post-mortems.
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Sue Lucky you!
Greg Well we always used to have that as an option, to go to post-mortems. Doing 
dissections was also a bit of an option but there was more pressure. But going to post­
mortems because they can be a bit graphic! Shall we say, smelly and all sorts of, and I 
can see you being put off even as we speak 
Sue No not really, I’d be quite interested but.
Greg Yes there is the interesting bit, like going to theatre, you just have to get over 
it, but you go along to these and someone says to you, right we’ve got a half a dozen 
PMs to do, we start at 8 o’clock. Obviously you see what goes on and people are like 
interested in the disease process. It’s quite useful and it builds your own knowledge 
base so that you recognise things.
Sue mmm. Can I ask you a question, what is knowledge?
Greg What’s knowledge?, Knowledge is what I know.
Sue It’s what you know?
Greg mmm.
Sue Does it go any further than that?
Greg It could do but, the only knowledge I’m sure of, is the knowledge which I  
know.
Sue What a lovely answer.
Greg Anything outside of that, is knowledge that, it might be knowledge, but until I 
have assimilated it and understood it or at least been exposed to it, I don’t know that it 
is knowledge.
Sue mmm.
Greg It’s not what I call knowledge. Knowledge isn’t just a fact.
Sue And so with your PhD are you
Greg My EdD
Sue Yes sorry your EdD, what is more important, that you are contributing to 
knowledge per se, or to your knowledge? You know in the thesis title it says 
Greg mmm
Sue contribution to the field.
Greg yeh, yeh. I think probably they are equally important to me because if  we get a 
usable process for assessing students, whatever it is, if  there is usable outcome.
Sue mmm, mmm
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Greg Then you’ve added to knowledge but similarly you’ve also added to your 
knowledge. So even if you can’t do it and the final document says this does not work, 
try something else. That’s the final conclusion then, that still is valuable.
Sue mmm
Greg Whereas a lot of people don’t see things in the negative to prove things aren’t
related.
Sue mmm
Greg So I think they are equally valid.
Sue mmm. Thank you that’s great. You’ve been a lovely person to interview
Greg I bet you say that to everybody.
Sue No, no I don’t.
Greg It’s part of, well I do some stuff with medical students about giving history.
Sue mmm
Greg And you hear it and you hear the feel of the whole thing through
Sue mmm. That’s right. And so lastly, is there anything you’d like to ask me?
Greg No, not really
Sue You’re quite happy with that?
Greg Yep, sure.
Sue Okay then thank you Greg
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